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ABSTRACT 
 

Museums are acknowledged to be very effective tools in rendering a certain 

ideology from the beginning of their emergence as a concept. When it is about 

museums with strong religious associations or which were converted from 

religious sites, however, the situation becomes even more intricate. Turkey in 

that respect provides the researcher with invaluable opportunities since it 

houses several examples which are specific to this country in the sense that they 

represent a precise junction of museums, religion and politics. Mevlana Museum 

in Konya is one powerful example of such sites: it is a museum, it has strong 

religious connotations and it is a potent means of political image making. It is 

intriguing, thus, to evaluate the case of the Mevlana Museum and the changes 

applied to its image, in order to reflect the ways in which the political potential 

of museums has been realized in a state museum which was once a sacred site. 

Hence, the foremost aim of this thesis is to analyze the ways in which the 

positioning of religion within the Mevlana Museum has been serving in the 

production of ideologies with an emphasis on the changes that the museum has 

been undergoing during the last decade. In doing so, the study primarily draws 

upon the media sources and in-situ observations. 

 

Keywords: Mevlana Museum, Konya, transformation of sacred sites, museum 

studies, religion, political propaganda, museums and religion, museums and 

politics 
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ÖZET 

 

Müzeler kavram olarak ilk ortaya çıktıkları andan itibaren ideoloji aktarımında 

etkili birer araç rolü görmüşlerdir. Bu durum dini çağrışımı olan veya dini 

mekanlardan dönüştürülen müzelerde daha da girift bir hal almaktadır. Türkiye 

bu bağlamda müze, din ve politikanin kesişim noktası olan çeşitli örnekleri ile 

araştırmacılara değerli fırsatlar sunmaktadır. Konya’da yer alan Mevlana Müzesi 

de bu örneklerin önde gelenlerindendir: birinci olarak müze statüsüne sahiptir, 

ikinci olarak güçlü dini çağrışımları vardir ve son olarak politik imaj 

oluşturmada etkilidir. Bu nedenle, dini mekandan devlet müzesine 

dönüştürülen yerlerin politik potansiyelinin ne şekillerde gerçekleştirildiğini 

görmek açısından Mevlana Müzesi’ni ve imajında yapılan değişiklikleri 

incelemek önemli bir yer tutar. Sonuç olarak, bu tezin birincil amacı dinin 

Mevlana Müzesi içerisinde konumlandırılma şekillerinin özellikle son dönemde 

çeşitli ideolojilere nasıl hizmet ettiğinin analizini yapmaktır. Bu amaç 

doğrultusunda, temel olarak medya kaynaklarından ve müze içerisinde yapılan 

gözlemlerden faydalanılmıştır. 

 

 

Anahtar kelimeler: Mevlana Müzesi, Konya, dini mekanların dönüşümü, müze 

çalışmaları, din, politik propaganda, müze ve din, müze ve politika 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

What is “sacred” and what is “secular” is a long-lasting debate that has been 

occupying the social sciences. Social scientists, indeed, have not been able to 

meet at a common ground regarding the definitions and boundaries of these 

two contested concepts. Thus, the situation becomes even more complicated 

when it is a place that is defined as “sacred” or “secular.” Mevlana Museum in 

Turkey is one of those places in which the boundaries of “sacred” and “secular” 

are blurred. Although throughout its lifetime this place has undergone through 

times during which it was deemed as purely “sacred” or “secular,” it is now none 

of those. Nevertheless, there is one major reason behind this confusion – 

controlling power’s intervention. In service of political agendas, this place has 

become an instrument through which different ideologies have been reflected 

and thus has been transformed into something hybrid and most importantly 

something that is of exceptional value for researchers. The foremost aim of this 

thesis, hence, is to analyze the ways in which the positioning of religion within 

the Mevlana Museum has been serving in the production of certain ideologies 
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with an emphasis on the changes that the museum has been undergoing during 

the last decade.  

The scholarship on the relationship between museums and religion is 

relatively new and unfortunately not very rich. It is mainly centered on the 

display of religious objects in a museum setting, although an interest regarding 

the specificity of a religious theme in museum spaces has increased especially 

after 1990s. Accordingly, scholars have recently started to approach the issue 

on a more theoretical level and concentrate on religious artifacts and cultures 

exhibited in a museum by questioning the “secular nature” of museums. Now, 

although not many, they dispute the notion that acknowledges museums as 

purely secular places.1 Transformation of religious sites into state museums, in 

that respect, is very relevant because they represent explicit challenges to the 

secular nature of museums. Actually, it is not unexpected to not to come across 

many publications regarding this subject in the global scene since there are not 

many cases which would set the ground for such kind of research. The most 

known examples of this kind of converted museums worldwide are: Vatican 

Museum in Vatican, Sagrada Familia Museum in Spain, Temple of the Tooth 

                                                 
1 For more information see: Wendy M.K. Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism: Islam in Museums 

from the Ottoman Empire to the Turkish Republic,” in The Invention of Religion, edited by Derek 

Peterson, New Brunswick and New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2002, 133-155, Gretchen T. 

Buggeln, “Museum space and the experience of the sacred,” Material Religion - the journal of 

objects, art and belief 8 (1) (2012): 30-50, Rose Aslan, “The Museumification of Rumi’s Tomb: 

Deconstructing Sacred Space at the Mevlana Museum,” International Journal of Religious 

Tourism and Pilgrimage 2, no. 2 (2014), 1-16, Maria Isabel Roque, “Exposer croyances et cultes: 

les singularités de la muséologie de religion,” in Religion and Museums: Immaterial and Material 

Heritage, edited by Valeria Minucciani, Torino: Umberto Allemandi& C, 2013. 24-3. 
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Museum in Sri Lanka,2 Museum of Our Lord in the Attic in Holland, several 

museums in Florence used as worship sites at the same time,3 St Basil’s 

Cathedral in Russia, The Museum of the order of St. John in England. Although it 

could be stated that there are several examples of the transformation of 

religious sites into state museums, they do not set a very fruitful ground for 

further research as it is the case with the Mevlana Museum since they are not 

politically engaged and hence contested entities. However, in the context of 

Turkey, such sites are generally loaded with political overtones, creating 

invaluable research subject for social sciences. Most prominent ones among 

these sites are Hagia Sophias in Istanbul, Trabzon and Iznik, Hacıbektaş 

Museum in Nevşehir, Holy Relics Department at the Topkapı Palace Museum, 

Chora Museum, Aya Irini Museum and Galata Mevlevi House Museum in 

Istanbul. These sites are the intersection points and embodiments of several 

different concepts – they are museums, they have religious connotations and 

they are potent means of political propaganda. In that respect, Wendy M. K. 

Shaw’s article “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism: Islam in Museums from the Ottoman 

Empire to the Turkish Republic,”4 is of prominent value for this thesis since it 

deals with the transformation of a sacred site into a secular one through both a 

                                                 
2 For example: Temple of the Tooth Museum in Sri Lanka, Buddha Tooth Relic Temple in 

Singapore, Chojin Lama Temple in Mongolia, Wo Hing Temple Museum in Hawaii, Fuk Tak Chi 

Temple in Singapore. 
3 Such as Santa Croce, San Marco, Orsanmichele, Medici Chapel among others. 
4
 Wendy M.K. Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism: Islam in Museums from the Ottoman Empire to 

the Turkish Republic,” in The Invention of Religion, edited by Derek Peterson, New Brunswick 
and New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2002, 133-155. 
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museological and sociological point of view. Although not dealing with the 

museological part, Tuğba Tanyeri Erdemir, Rabia Harmanşah and Robert 

Hayden’s work, “Secularizing the Unsecularizable: A Comparative Study of the 

Hacı Bektaş and Mevlana Museums in Turkey,” 5  on the transformation 

processes of religious sites into other entities – be it a state museum or another 

religious site – is equally important since the focus of her research is on the 

political utilization of these types of museums and people’s reaction to them. 

Lastly, analyzing the history and the politics, Rose Aslan’s “The Museumification 

of Rumi’s Tomb: Deconstructing Sacred Space at the Mevlana Museum”6 on the 

Mevlana Museum is also substantial for this thesis since it questions the nature 

of the site through touching mainly upon the museumification process of the 

tomb complex with an emphasis put on the visitor perception of the museum. 

Different from those works, in terms of the contribution to the field, this thesis 

analyzes the museum from its inauguration up until today utilizing both text 

and media sources without focusing only on a single period. And second, it 

includes the changes the museum has been going through during the last decade 

based on media and text sources as well as in-situ observations. 

The first chapter, as the theoretical basis of the thesis, commences with 

the development of secularism as a concept in an attempt to explain the notions 

                                                 
5
 Rabia Harmanşah, Tuğba Tanyeri-Erdemir and Robert M. Hayden, “Secularizing the 

Unsecularizable: A Comparative Study of the Hacı Bektaş and Mevlana Museums in Turkey,” 
Choreographies of Shared Sacred Sites, edited by Elazar Barkan and Karen Barkey, New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2014, 2. 
6
 Rose Aslan, “The Museumification of Rumi’s Tomb: Deconstructing Sacred Space at the 

Mevlana Museum,” International Journal of Religious Tourism and Pilgrimage 2, no. 2 (2014), 1-
16. 
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of the sacred and the secular since the study is primarily about the 

transformation of a “sacred” site into a “secular” museum. Therefore, it starts 

with the emergence of the “secular” in Europe, continues with the “classical 

secularization theory” and its critiques and most importantly with the sacred/ 

secular dichotomy. By reviewing these, it is primarily aimed to set a basis for 

what one means by a “sacred” or “secular” place and as well the events which 

led to the conversion of the tomb complex of Mevlana Jalal ad-Din Rumi7 into a 

museum. The chapter continues with the relationship between museums and 

religion through an account on the contested history within which religions 

exist in museums. After that, it proceeds with a historical process where 

museums have come to be utilized as a means of propaganda, usually by the 

dominant power in the society. Last part brings together those three concepts – 

museums, religion and propaganda – and therefore deals with the process 

through which museums with religious connotations within the context of 

Turkey have come to be political instruments.  

The second chapter presents the transformation processes of several 

religious sites in Turkey as examples of the relationship between museums, 

religion and politics. In doing so, it starts with brief accounts on the 

transformation processes of Hagia Sophias in Istanbul, Trabzon and Iznik, Chora 

Museum, Aya Irini Museum and Galata Mevlevi House Museum in Istanbul; and 

                                                 
7
 Although he is known by a variety of names such as: Rumi, Mevlana Celaleddin Rumi, Mawlana Jalal 

ad-Din Rumi, Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Rumi, throughout the thesis “Mevlana” is utilized since it is his 
most known pseudonym in Turkish. 



6 

then presents two other examples in detail which are more related to the 

Mevlana Museum example which are the Holy Relics Department at the Topkapı 

Palace Museum in Istanbul (established in 1962) and the Hacıbektaş Museum in 

Nevşehir (established in 1964). These museums set a convenient ground to 

conduct research on since they are invaluable examples in terms of 

demonstrating the power of museums with religious connotations not only in 

the Turkish context, but also in the global scene. 

The third chapter introduces the inauguration process of the Mevlana 

Museum which started in 1926 and the events it underwent through until 1950s 

along with the layout of the museum with the purpose of laying a basis for the 

final chapter which deals with the later periods of the museum. Hence, it mainly 

concentrates on the political use of the Mevlana Museum in the early republican 

period in Turkey and the ways in which it was utilized in the process of 

recasting a new identity for the public. In doing so, it is primarily aimed to 

demonstrate that the use of the Mevlana Museum in the political image making 

is not a recent trend specific to the current government, but on the contrary it 

has been in existence since the day it was converted into a state museum.  

Lastly, the final chapter concentrates on the ways in which the Mevlana 

Museum has been a symbolic vehicle in rendering political ideals starting from 

the 1950s since as a reflector of the changes happening in Turkey’s political 

scene, it provides the researcher with great opportunities on which an analysis 

can be built.  In doing so, first, the study draws upon the media sources and 

then in-situ observations. The media sources are composed of the news related 
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to Mevlana Museum published in the Milliyet and Cumhuriyet newspapers until 

2000s, and then several other local and national newspapers which can be 

found online. Given the scope of this thesis, until 2000s only the archives of 

Milliyet and Cumhuriyet newspapers were scanned since these are the only 

newspapers in Turkey with online archives open to the public. Additionally, in-

situ observations were performed in April 2016. Through these observations, it 

became possible to confirm and see the changes that recently have been 

happening in the museum as reflected in the media.  

Museums are acknowledged to be very effective in rendering a certain 

ideology from the very beginning of their emergence and when it comes to 

museums with strong religious associations or which were converted from 

religious sites, the situation becomes even more intricate. Turkey in that 

respect provides the researcher with invaluable opportunities since it houses 

several examples which are specific to this country in the sense that they 

represent a precise junction of museums, religion and politics. It is intriguing, 

thus, to evaluate the case of the Mevlana Museum and the changes applied to its 

image, especially in the last decade, in order to reflect the ways in which the 

political potential of museums realized in a museum which was once a sacred 

site. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

MUSEUMS, RELIGION AND POLITICS 

 

 

 

1. The Concept of the Secular and the Sacred / Secular Dichotomy 

 

“What politics are promoted by the notion that the world is not divided into 

modern and nonmodern, into West and non-West? What practical options are 
opened up or closed by the notion that the world has no significant binary 

features, that it is, on the contrary, divided into overlapping fragmented 

cultures, hybrid selves, continuously dissolving and emerging social states?”8 

 

Before delving into the relationship between museums and religion, the much 

contested concept of the “secular” and the “sacred” and the dichotomy between 

the two will be explored since the thesis is about the transformation of the 

                                                 
8 Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, California: Stanford 
University Press, 2003, 15. 
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“sacred” into the “secular.” In doing so, it would be proper to begin with the 

origins of the concept. As commonly accepted, the term “secular” is 

“[something] not connected with religious or spiritual matter” as specified in 

the Oxford Dictionary,9 “secularism” the separation of church and state, and 

“secularization” a process involving the decline of religion in different spheres 

of life through deeming it a prerequisite of the modernity.10 However, all these 

explanations owe their existence to a single source, the emergence of the 

concept of the secular as a theological category of Western Christendom.11 

The etymological root of the concept lies in the Latin word saeculum – 

meaning “century” or “age” – and interestingly it does not lead us to the 

definition designated by the contemporary dictionaries which is “irreligious” in 

its simplest terms, but rather to eternity.12 Theologically, the secular signified 

the “worldly”/“temporal” and secularization, the conversion of religious 

subjects into non-religious, in other words, into “secular” ones. This theological 

meaning started to manifest itself in Latin Christendom starting from the 

thirteenth century, when the term secular came to designate the religious or 

regular clergy who renounced the monastic rule to “live in the saeculum,” since 

                                                 
9 http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/secular 
10  Michael Rectenwald and Rochelle Almeida. “Introduction: Global Secularisms in a Post-
Secular Age,” in Rectenwald, Michael, Almeida Rochelle and Georger Levine (ed.), Global 
Secularisms in a Post-Secular Age. Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, 2015, 3. 
11 Jose Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms,” in Rethinking Secularism, New 
York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011, 56. 
12  Michael Rectenwald and Rochelle Almeida. “Introduction: Global Secularisms in a Post-
Secular Age,” 3. 
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they were in search for a Christian life “under secular conditions.” 13 Those who 

lived inside the monastic seclusion, not surprisingly, were called as 

“religious,”14 – signaling the religious/secular dichotomy that served to orient 

the medieval Christian world into a duality of the “religious-spiritual-sacred 

world of salvation” and the “secular-temporal-profane world.”15 Secularization, 

on the other hand, came into existence when church property was expropriated 

upon the events of 1517, the Protestant Reformation, and later it eventually 

indicated “any transference of religious authority to persons or institutions with 

non-religious functions.”16 

Martin Luther, in this sense, had an important role in defining the secular 

as a concept in the Western framework. In the “Theology of the Two Kingdoms” 

written in 1523, Luther proposed a reform of Christianity through which the 

church would merely be responsible for the spiritual authority. By doing so, he 

thought of a world of a religious/non-religious binary system and intended to 

keep the church away from the political authority. It was the church who had 

both political and spiritual authority and apparently it was this “problematic” 

existence that paved the way for an “abusive” Vatican that arranged the 

                                                 
13 Jose Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms,” 56. 
14 Michael Rectenwald and Rochelle Almeida, “Introduction: Global Secularisms in a Post-
Secular Age,” 3. 
15 Jose Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms,” 56. 
16 Michael Rectenwald and Rochelle Almeida, “Introduction: Global Secularisms in a Post-
Secular Age,” in 3. 
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Indulgence Campaign of 1517.17 Although the notion of secular was not foreign 

in the Christendom, it was Martin Luther who first theorized it in the 

constitution process of his Reformation theology and hence, introduced a new 

understanding of the world of distinct boundaries.18 

The inclusion of “secularism” into our lives as a political doctrine, 

happened much later than the inclusion of the “secular” as an epistemic 

category.19 The contemporary belief that deems the “secular” as a natural 

component of our lives only emerged with the principles of the Enlightenment 

period. Therefore, its meaning attained its current connotations – or came close 

to attaining – only after the seventeenth century, but not from the very 

beginning of the birth of the concept. Especially from the eighteenth until the 

twentieth century, the Enlightenment spirit was everywhere in Europe. 

“Reason” was the ruler of this period, and hence “science,” as its soldier, was 

reckoned as an effective means to get freed of “superstition and tyrants.”20 

Thus, with the “secular”s coming into our lives as a “universal doctrine 

wholesale from the Enlightenment,”21 the meaning of the secular was altered 

                                                 
17 Michael Rectenwald and Rochelle Almeida, “Introduction: Global Secularisms in a Post-
Secular Age,” in 3. 
18 James McBride, “The Myth of Secularism in America,” in Rectenwald, Global secularisms in a 
post-secular age, 318. 
19 Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity California: Stanford 
University Press, 2003, 1. 
20 Jeffrey K. Hadden, “Toward Desacralizing Secularization Theory,” Social Forces 65, no. 3 
(1987): 589. 
21 İbid., 3 7. 
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and it was conceived as an “[opposition] to any claim made in the name of 

something transcendent of this world and its interests.”22 

One of the most popular paradigms among all religions is the one that 

describes religion with reference to “sacred and secular” dichotomy. Key to this 

dichotomy is the basic definition given by Emile Durkheim since he was one of 

the foremost sociologists concerned with this subject. According to him, 

religious belief is basically the division of all things into two opposing groups – 

sacred and the profane.23 Within this framework, the forms of “sacred-profane” 

classification may differ among religions, while the dichotomy itself remains 

intact in all. He sees and analyzes the world through this classification and 

deems it as the distinctive trait of the religious thought which constitutes the 

basis of the history of religions. He asserts that this binary categorization 

incorporates two distinct worlds in terms of their relation with the divine 

power and that these two worlds are acutely opposed to each other.24 In 

Durkheimian terms, a religion is basically “a unified system of beliefs and 

practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden-

beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called a 

Church, all those who adhere to them.”25 

                                                 
22 Charles Taylor, “Western Secularity,” in Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, and Jonathan 
van Antwerpen. Rethinking Secularism. New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011, 32. 
23 Alan William Schroeder, “Religion and Secularism in the Republic of Turkey,” Unpublished 
PhD dissertation, Middle East Technical University, 1992, 2. 
24 Ali Babahan, “Nationalism and Religion in the Textbooks of the Early Republican Period in 
Turkey,” 25. 
25 Alan William Schroeder, “Religion and Secularism in the Republic of Turkey,” 17. 
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However, current accounts on this subject attest that rather than labeling 

the secular as merely the “absence” of the religious, one should acknowledge it 

as a “presence,” paving the way for the recognition of the very existence of the 

secular on its own.26 Even the etymological root of the term, saeculum in Latin, 

meaning “century,” is contrasted with an indefinite period of time/ eternity, but 

not to religion. 27  This fact further strengthens the view that the 

secular/religious distinction is more of a constructed notion that came to be 

accepted as a “commonplace dichotomy” during the Enlightenment period, the 

demarcations of which is still ambiguous. 28  Thus, any discussion of 

secularization beyond the West, according to Jose Casanova, has to commence 

with the awareness of this historical paradox. According to him, “‘the secular’ 

emerges first as a particular Western Christian theological category, while its 

modern antonym, ‘the religious,’ is a product of Western secular modernity.”29 

Unsurprisingly, Western colonial expansion resulted in the globalization of this 

peculiar characteristic of secularization along with many other Western-rooted 

concepts. Hence, this implementation paved the way for many other 

                                                 
26 Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, Jonathan van Antwerpen, “Introduction,” in Craig 
Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, and Jonathan van Antwerpen, Rethinking Secularism, New York, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011, 5. 
27 Ibid., 8. 
28 Ibid., 8–9. 
29 Jose Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms,” 61. 
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civilizations to go through a process that made them experience the borders 

between “sacred” and “secular.”30 

Ultimately, as the dictionary meaning of the secular – non-religious – 

attests, the term contains in itself not merely the definition of the secular 

sphere, but also “the realm of the religious,” since any discussion on the secular 

has to include religion in one way or another.31 As highlighted in Rethinking 

Secularism: 

[When] one defines secularity and secularism it involves religion. It is 

either the absence of it, the control over it, the equal treatment of its 

various forms, or its replacement by the social values common to a 

secular way of life.32 

 

Thus, since the very existence of the sacred and the secular are dependent on 

each other and the binary created by these concepts is significantly troubled, 

one should regard these concepts as ongoing “mutually constituted” ones, 

rather than as “mutually exclusive” entities.33 

 

 

2. Museums and Religion 

“[T]he museum is no longer sacred or untouchable; rather, the museum is open to 

scrutiny, from within its walls and from an increasingly discriminating public.”34 

                                                 
30 Ibid., 72–73. 
31 Craig Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, Jonathan van Antwerpen, “Introduction,” 21. 
32 Ibid., 5. 
33 Jose Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms,” 64. 
34 Gail Anderson, “Introduction: Reinventing the Museum,” in In Reinventing the Museum, edited 

by Anderson Gail, , Oxford: Altamira Press, 2004, 1. 
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Museums as institutions have always been compared with Greco-Roman 

temples in terms of their relation with the public. In fact, for almost 250 years 

starting from the eighteenth until the mid-twentieth centuries, museum 

buildings were purposefully created to look like Greco-Roman temples.35 As 

Carol Duncan explained rigorously, museums render a “liminal experience” 

within a secular context resembling the one that is felt within “sacred” spaces. 

Indeed, this “liminal experience,” according to Duncan, originated from the 

establishment of the first museums within temple like buildings (Figures 1 and 

2) and that this  

 

 

Figure 1 – Glyptothek, Munich. By Carol Duncan. 

 

                                                 
35 Carol Duncan, “The Art Museum as Ritual,” in Carol Duncan, Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art 

Museum. London, New York: Routledge, 1995, 7. 



16 

 

Figure 2 - Istanbul Archaeology Museum. Museum’s website. 

 

specific architectural form led visitors to experience a “secular ritual.”36 

Nevertheless, such resemblance between museums and temples has not 

resulted in additional emphasis on religious themes within museums; in 

contrast, religion has been mostly overlooked in these spaces.37 The foremost 

reason for this deep-rooted tension between religion and museums is the 

“secular” character deemed as one of the most essential features of the 

museums from the very beginning of their emergence in the seventeenth 

century 38  since “ours is a secular society and museums are secular 

inventions.”39 The sharp distinction and never-ending competition between the 

“sacred” and the “secular” was brought into our lives with the Enlightenment as 

                                                 
36 Carol Duncan, “Art Museums and the Ritual of Citizenship,” Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics 

and Politics of Museum Display, edited by Ivan Karp and Steven Lavine, Washington: Smithsonian 

Institution, 1991, 91. 
37 Crispin Paine, ed. Godly Things: Museums, Objects and Religion, London and New York: 

Leicester University Press, 2000, synopsis. 
38 With the opening of the Ashmolean Museum in 1683. Jeffrey Abt.,“The Origins of the Public 

Museum,” A Companion to Museum Studies, edited by Sharon Macdonald. Oxford: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2011, 124. 
39 Carol Duncan,“The Art Museum as Ritual,” 7. 
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it is touched upon and as the products of this era; museums had initially 

emerged as purely “secular temples”40 embracing the rational aspects of life 

through keeping away from the religious dogmas. In today’s society, Greco-

Roman temples and Renaissance palaces have lost their religious context and 

have come to represent merely secular values. Their symbolism evolved to 

represent rational thinking, not tradition or religious beliefs. Above all, we live 

in a “post-enlightenment culture” through which the secular and religious have 

become antagonistic concepts.41 

Our culture separates buildings based on their use - religious and secular 

buildings are set in opposition to one another in the religious/secular 

dichotomy. According to this separation, buildings such as churches and 

temples are placed in the religious category while museums, universities and 

courthouses are set in the secular categories. As explained in the previous 

chapter, that dichotomy which has had a crucial role in shaping the 

contemporary world set the theoretical basis for the undertaking of weakening 

religion which had started in the Enlightenment period. This project succeeded 

in the geography in which the Enlightenment was born and starting from the 

second half of the eighteenth century “secular truth became authoritative truth 

and ‘objective’ knowledge.” Art museums preserve the cultural memory of a 

society through archeology, conservation and the study of art history. Due to 

                                                 
40 Wendy M.K.Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism: Islam in Museums from the Ottoman Empire to 

the Turkish Republic,” in The Invention of Religion, edited by Derek Peterson. New Brunswick 

and New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2002, 134. 
41 Carol Duncan,“The Art Museum as Ritual,” 7. 
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these scientific endeavors and their important role to preserve culture, art 

museums are classified into the secular category in today’s society.42  

 Parallel to the inclination of ignoring religion within museums, the 

scholarship on the relationship between museum and religion is relatively new, 

taking into account the long history that museums and religion have been in co-

existence. In terms of the “old museology,” “secular” museums are not supposed 

to house religion itself since these two categories were deemed as strictly 

opposite. The existence of religion within museums, hence, were only limited to 

ritual objects but not as “the raison d’etre of either that production in the past 

or the objects display in the present.”43  According to this traditional belief, once 

the object enters a museum it becomes “museumized” and acquires new 

meanings through a de-contextualization process. Hence, the “sacredness” of 

the object disappears once it enters the “white walls” of the museums and 

instead its aesthetic and historical values come to the fore.44 In people’s 

perspective, if a currently sacred object is placed in a museum setting it 

becomes an artifact, no longer sacred, but a historical object living under the 

lens of science.45 

                                                 
42 Ibid., 8. 
43 James Clifton, “Truly a Worship Experience? Christian Art in Secular Museums,” RES: 

Anthropology and Aesthetics 52 (2007), 107. 
44 Mark O’Neill, “Making histories of religion,” in Making Histories in Museums, edited by Gaynor 

Kavanagh, London and New York: Leicester University Press, 1996, 189. 
45 Ivan Gaskell, “Sacred to Profane and Back Again,” in Art and its publics: Museum studies at the 

millennium, edited by Andrew McClellan, Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub., 2003, 2. 
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This situation has started to change with the rise of the post-modernist 

practices especially after 1980s. The deconstruction of long-established 

perceptions and prejudices in many fields along with museum studies has led to 

new vantage points which have resulted in the evolution of new theories. 

Therefore, in tandem with post-modernist approaches, the concept of new 

museology emerged in the recent years and hence there has been a growing 

interest in the position of religion within museums – “the museum as a neutral, 

apolitical and objective institution has finally been called into question.”46 

Accordingly, debates on the re-contextualisation of the object’s original 

environment have come forth and values of objects other than the aesthetic 

ones started to be considered intensely within the academic realm since 

the1990s. These debates originated primarily from the displaying of religious 

objects pertaining to non-western cultures in western museums and moved on 

to discussions around the specificity of the religious theme in museum spaces. 

The primary questions regarding the debates on the display of religious objects 

in museums were about the ways in which those objects should be taken care 

of.47  

In this respect, Native American Graves and Protection Act (“NAGPRA”), 

a United States federal law, is significant since it is one of the first initiatives to 

                                                 
46 Valeria Minucciani, “Considerations in Relation to the Museography for Objects of a Religious 

Nature,” In Religion and Museums: Immaterial and Material Heritage, edited by Valeria 

Minucciani, Torino: Umberto Allemandi & C, 2013, 14. 
47

 Alyce Sadongei, “What about sacred objects?” In Western Association for Art Conservation (WACC) 
Newsletter 28 (2), May 2006, 15. 
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bring up the subject of “sacred objects” in museums. The act was enacted in 

1990 “to address the rights of lineal descendants, Indian tribes, and Native 

Hawaiian organizations to Native American cultural items, including human 

remains, funerary objects, sacred objects, and objects of cultural patrimony.’’48 

Accordingly, NAGPRA dictated several mandates for museums to follow 

concerning Native American human remains or cultural items which 

commanded museums to summarize, detail inventory and repatriate. If they fail 

to comply with these requirements or disposition as set out in the regulations, 

civil penalties could be enforced and their eligibility for federal funds could also 

be brought into question.49 

With this act, the United States government acknowledged its 

responsibility in respectful and proper treatment of native American sacred and 

cultural items and therefore, the situation of sacred objects in museums was 

called into question also in the global scene. Although the aim of NAGPRA was 

more about the repatriation of human remains and cultural items to native 

American tribes, it as well contributed to the treatment of sacred objects in 

museums. Starting from 1990, museums with objects belonging to native 

Americans in the United States became obliged to consult tribal representatives 

about proper ways of displaying and storing the items connected to their 

culture. Raising awareness of the fact that the objects with religious significance 
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in museums are not merely artifacts, but instead objects with invaluable value 

for people had a significant impact on the museum studies field. Today, 

museums more and more utilize consultation about exhibiting sacred items 

belonging to different religions and cultures from all around the world in a 

respectful way.50 

Although studies on religious objects generally provide valuable insight 

on how to properly display and venerate religious objects in museums as the 

NAGPRA example shows; latter research shed light on more fundamental 

aspects through conceptual analyses of religion within museum spaces. In 

accordance, scholars have started to focus on the treatment of religious artifacts 

and cultures exhibited in museum spaces by questioning the “secular nature” of 

museums.  

Ivan Gaskell, for instance, asserts that museums eliminate the sacred and 

devotional contexts of objects since they are entities rooted in the 

Enlightenment thinking which evaluates the museum objects only through their 

aesthetic and scholarly uses. In that respect, Gaskell asks that “Should not 

certain objects be addressed in religious terms, even though they remain in 

museums?” The original functions of those objects, according to him, should not 

be overshadowed by their educational and aesthetic features.51 Therefore, now, 

                                                 
50

 Samantha Bass, “Exhibiting the Sacred,” Unpublished MA Thesis, George Washington University, 
2012, 2. 
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academics challenge the notion that accepts museums as purely secular places 

and search for answers of such questions:  

What if Orthodox believers at the Metropolitan Museum gesticulated in 

front of the templon? Why declare “sacred space is not represented 

here?52  

Or as Shaw asks:  

What is the dividing line between a museum object and an object of 

worship? Where is the boundary between religious faith and aesthetic 

appreciation?53  

Thus, as these questions also demonstrate, starting from the second half of the 

twentieth century, dichotomies such as secular/sacred with regards to 

museums have come under scrutiny resulting in the deconstruction of strict 

structures that these definitions have formed. As the debate on displaying 

sacred and secular objects in museums continue, interest in the topics of secular 

and sacred has piqued among social scientists.  As Duncan indicates, our 

“secular” lives are full of rituals; hence one may question where the line 

between secular and religious is. This interest in the religious/secular system of 

classification regarding the museums, indeed, stems from the wider debates in 

the other areas of the social sciences as indicated before. Since the boundary 

that was drawn through Eurocentric and modernist lenses between the 
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religious and the secular cannot be detected or defined, the line between the so-

called “sacred” and “secular” places can neither be determined. In fact, taking 

into account that these two concepts are mutually constituted but not mutually 

exclusive as mentioned before, we should also acknowledge that the places 

which take their power from them are equally mutually constituted. Their 

existence is dependent on each other and thinking of places as purely “secular” 

or “sacred” is therefore problematic. The “secular” always contains in itself a 

part of “religious” and naturally vice versa. When such kind of hybrid places are 

analyzed, actually, one should also refrain from limiting himself to the realm 

pointed by religious and secular. A place, after all, can be religious, secular and 

many other things at the same time. A museum can be defined as religious and 

secular, public and private or eastern and western among many others. 

Ultimately, the question relevant to this research is that even though museums 

first emerged as the products of Enlightenment ideas and as strictly “secular” 

places, should they keep this feature forever? What makes a place “sacred” or 

“secular”? What happens when two “binaries” are kept together in a museum 

space? 
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3. Museums as Means of Propaganda 

“Past events have no objective existence, but survive only in written records and 

human memories. The past is whatever the records and the memories agree 

upon.”54 

 

Within this framework, beginning from the very first time the “museum” as a 

concept emerged in Europe, they have been utilized not only to serve to educate 

the public, but also to a variety of needs – be it political or personal. As Duncan 

once indicated, the modern institution of the museum was developed from the 

private collections of art known as “princely cabinets” of the sixteenth, 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.55 “Framing the figure” of the owners of 

the collection,56 these princely cabinets primarily served to impress others 

through demonstrating valuable and intriguing belongings of them – the 

aristocracy.57 Royals emphasized their divine right to rule and the might of their 

nation through luxurious galleries with golden paneling and intricate carvings 

to impress both local and foreign officials. For further emphasis real gold was 

used to decorate walls and thrones with busts or portraits of the rulers in 

favorable poses that highlighted their generous or brave deeds.58 When these 
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cabinets were turned into public museums, the purpose of impressing others 

remained mostly existent within those structures. Within this framework of 

utilizing museums for reasons other than cultural or educational ones, Louvre 

Museum, inaugurated in 1793, has a significant place in the history of museums 

due to its political connotations.59 Although it is not the first public art museum, 

it was with this museum that the political functionality of the museums was 

recognized.60 After the French revolution in 1789, the government seized the 

art collection of the royal family and proclaimed the Louvre a public space in 

1793, hence creating a museum loaded with vigorous symbolic connotations. 

The very act of converting the palace of the royal family into a public institution 

open to everyone was a salient manifestation of the new regime’s core motto, 

which was the “principle of equality.”61 The new significations that the new 

regime ascribed to the old regime’s house was indeed inscribed clearly in the 

center of the Louvre: “the anniversary of the fall of tyranny.” Within the 

museum, crowns of the kings as reminders of everything contrary to “liberty, 

equality and fraternity,” were stripped of their power and muted through their 

placement as public properties inside the glass display cases.62 Therefore, 

through the French Revolution (1789-1799) and the Industrial Revolution 

(1750-1850), new significations were ascribed to museums and as “signs of 
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political virtue and national identity,”63 many public art museums since then 

have been utilized to “demonstrate the goodness of a state, the civic-

mindedness of its leading citizens.”64 As highlighted by Tony Bennett, the 

purpose of museums in the social and cultural level framed by the states is to 

“lift the cultural level of population [and] [to] exercise of new forms of power.”65 

Put in other words, the modern museum came to be defined as “a product of 

Renaissance humanism, eighteenth-century enlightenment and nineteenth-

century democracy.”66  

Starting from the nineteenth century, it was common for European 

countries to have museums through which they could reflect their political 

agendas. By the twentieth century as a means to spread knowledge - a 

phenomenon inherited from the Enlightenment culture - and most importantly 

to achieve the ideological goals of states, museums expanded in a short time 

into other parts of the world as well.67 These museums, originating from the 

“western” world, were effective means of exhibiting “western values.”68 This 
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acknowledgment of museums as components of ideological agendas which 

began principally with the princely cabinets and intensified in the seventeenth 

century with the inauguration of the public art museums, set the ground for 

future museums since they are still among the most effective tools for creating 

myths. Functioning as “visual apparatuses,” museums became potent vehicles in 

constructing the “master narratives” of societies.69 As Carol Duncan underlined:  

…museums can be powerful identity-defining machines. To control a 

museum means precisely to control the representation of a community, 

and some of its highest, most authoritative truths.70 

Although Ayşe Köksal specifically refers to the national museums when she 

defines museums as “ongoing process[es] of negotiation involving, knowledge, 

ideology and power,” in “National Art Museums and ‘Modernization’ of Turkey,” 

it would not be improper to come to this conclusion regarding the other types of 

museums.71 In that sense, according to Greenhill, museums play a vital function 

in terms of forming the identity of groups through symbols since semantics are 

essential in “symbolizing and sustaining national communal bonds.” 72 

Museums, therefore, can be used as tools by the dominant group within society 
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that has the authority to build the “communal bonds” that form the identity for 

the entire whole.73 As Crispin Pain in this regard states: 

Meanings are not constant, and the construction of meaning can always 

be undertaken again, in new contexts and with new functions. The 

radical potential of museums lies in precisely this. As long as museums 

and galleries remain the repositories of artefacts and specimens, new 

relationships can always be built, new meanings can always be 

discovered, new interpretations with new relevance can be found.74 

 

However, as the Louvre Museum example shows, a museum’s political identity 

is not only about the objects it houses or the particular ways those objects are 

utilized to represent a society/ ideology, it is as well about the very act of 

transforming a site – be it of a royal family or a religious order – into a state 

institution open to public. The act itself is so politically overcharged that one 

may argue that the ways in which the museums are curated are not of primary 

importance in rendering the political agenda, but merely the means to 

strengthen the main reason that led to the conversion of those sites. 

As Gray speculates in The Politics of Museums, if ideology is a reflection of 

values, norms and beliefs in a society, hence, imagining a museum with no 

ideological overtones would be almost impossible. At the end, there would be 

no museums without ideological basis, therefore they are all ideological in “one 
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way or another.”75 These ideologies, according to Flora Kaplan as expressed in 

Museums and the Making of Ourselves: The role of objects in national identity, 

were “the burgeoning science and capitalism in the West” in the 19th century 

and “industrialization, change and demise of colonialism” in the 20th century 

and many others within different contexts through which museums as “social 

institutions” serve to different needs within societies.76  

 

4. Museums, Religion and Propaganda in the Republic of Turkey 

 “[M]useums [here] were more than cultural institutions and showplaces of 
accumulated objects: they [we]re the sites of interaction between personal and 

collective identities, between memory and history, between information and 

knowledge production.”77 

 

Museums in the Ottoman Empire and later in the Republic of Turkey have been 

no exception in this tradition since the very first time a state museum was 

opened in the nineteenth century. In an effort to catch their European 

counterparts, state museums first in the Ottoman Empire and later in Turkey as 

an embodiment of “various narratives of state ideology, heritage, and identity 

construction,” have served different needs of their respective time periods.78 
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These state museums have played crucial roles in constituting certain 

narratives through glorifying the “classical” sixteenth century Ottoman Empire, 

displaying the “genius” of the national aesthetic, emphasizing “Turkishness,” 

demonstrating the power of the “secular” state, among many others. Although 

the efficacy of museums with religious associations as “national identifiers”79 

was recognized at a very early phase, their process of inauguration was more 

difficult in comparison with the museums of history, archaeology, ethnography 

or military. It was even more problematic when it came to the transformation of 

sacred sites into “secular” museum spaces since they were readily overcharged 

with strong religious connotations. Thus, a different agenda had to be devised 

for the inauguration of such museums which made them part of the still 

continuing debates on secularism and religion in Turkey and hence, paved the 

way for endless discussions. The contested relationship that emerged between 

Islam and museums starting from the republican era in Turkey, as Shaw 

speculates, demonstrates the “tenuous processes through which secularism has 

emerged as state policy in Turkey and has subsequently become submerged 

under the force of populist will and revivalist politics.”80 

Following the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the Republic of Turkey was 

founded as a “modern, secular and Western” state in 1923 with centralization 
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becoming one of the foremost features of the state.81 Established by Mustafa 

Kemal Atatürk (1881-1938) – the leader of the Turkish Revolution and first 

president of the Republic – Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, 

CHP) was the first political party of the republican era and remained the only 

one until 1950. Through the lens of Atatürk, people of Turkey had to change 

dramatically in a very short span of time in order to “reach the level of Western 

civilization and become a progressive nation” – a change that the people of 

Europe experienced over hundreds of years.82 With these ideals in mind, from 

its formation to 1950, CHP had the authority to make top-down reforms and 

intrusive state policies that had an impact on every strata of Turkish society.83 

Policies which are symbolized by the six arrows determined by the 

Republican People’s Party were intensely implied in accordance with the 

centralized character of the state, known as (1) populism; (2) revolutionism; (3) 

republicanism (4) laicism; (5) nationalism; (6) statism.84  In 1931, these 

fundamental pillars of the newly founded Republic of Turkey were embraced at 

the General Assembly of the CHP. Following some revisions made in the 

program of the party in 1935, the policies came to be permanent and 
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irreversible in 1937. 85  Among these six policies of the ruling party, 

“nationalism” and “laicism” were of prominent importance for the 

“Westernization” project of the Kemalist government – in other words, “the 

Turkish version of the classical modernization thesis.”86 

In this respect, the government’s main purpose in the early republican 

Turkey was bilateral: “Turkifying the society” and utilizing secularism to reach 

this end, thus, handling the implication of nationalism in Turkey within a 

secular discourse.87 Religion, especially during the period between 1924 and 

1929 was substituted with cultural subjects and hence, served to constitute the 

new “secular” Turkish identity.88 Following the classical secularization thesis 

model which envisions the diminishing of religion in the course of 

modernization as explained in the first chapter, in the newly founded republic, 

nationalism not merely replaced religion, but appropriated its social functions 

as well. In the Turkish case, nevertheless, this was to happen through top-down 
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reforms with no historical foundation in a very short period of time unlike its 

European counterparts which experienced such social evolution over many 

centuries, undergoing through many conflicts. Hinged upon a Eurocentric, 

therefore, modernist and secularist point of view, the secularist approach has 

been the “predominant paradigm” of nationalism up until recently resulting in 

the classification of Turkish nationalism and religion as two opposing 

categories. 89 

During the single party period of CHP in Turkey which placed 

nationalism, secularism and modernization ideals as constitutive elements of 

the Turkish state, the sharp transition from a religion based state to a secular 

one was much more than simply weakening religion in the course of creating a 

new Turkish identity or “Westernizing.” It is, in fact, a symbolic act taken in 

opposition to the Ottoman monarchy and the “religious hierarchy” that 

promoted it. In the agenda of the modernization process, the intention that 

stood out was to erase local bonds by replacing them with national loyalty that 

preferred the progressive “new, modern, enlightened” Turkish present over the 

“old, traditional, ignorant” Ottoman past.90 As Karpat also underlines: 

 [U]nder the Republican regime, secularism became a positivist ideology 
designed to liberate the Turks' minds from the hold of Islam so as to 
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allow them to acquire those rudiments of contemporary civilization 

considered to be desirable.91 

 

Adopting secularism as a state policy was a strategy of the newly founded 

government, serving to strengthen its power. It is, as well, quite relevant for this 

study, given the crucial role it had played in the transformation of sacred sites 

into museums. Since the previous government was religion based, religious 

institutions created a major threat for the republican regime. Hence, from that 

time on, the competition between secularism and religious institutions has not 

come to an end – albeit the party which holds the power and its respective 

ideology has been changing constantly. Due to this competition between the 

“sacred” and the “secular” in Turkey, when it came to transforming the entire 

“sacred” site to emphasize the “secular” image of the state instead of merely 

“museumize” the objects, the task became a more controversial one. While some 

of the “sacred” sites were directly turned into museums; others were just kept 

closed due to the difficulty – and almost impossibility – of rendering them in a 

new “secular” and “Turkish” image.92 This situation started to change from the 

beginning of 1980s and especially after 1990s during which unlike the early 

republican vision of the state which strongly emphasized “laicism,” the 
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constitutionally secular Turkish state started to favor Sunni Islam more 

intensively.93 

Soon after coming to power, the republic rebranded religious 

monuments such as the Mosque of Hagia Sophia and the tomb complex of 

Mevlana, in 1935 and 1927 respectively, as museums in an attempt to 

intentionally form influential instruments of the new regime. 94  The 

inauguration of Hagia Sophia as a state museum was especially successful for 

the republican regime as it showed religious monuments as secular institutions 

where two obsolete civilizations were on display, the Byzantine and Ottoman 

empires.95 Additionally, Holy Relics Department at the Topkapı Palace Museum 

(established in 1962) and the Hacı Bektaş Museum (established in 1964) which 

was converted from the tomb of Hacı Bektaş-ı Veli functioned as junctions of 

“secular display and religious practice” as well. There are also other examples 

such as Hagia Sophias in Trabzon and Iznik, Chora Museum, Aya Irini Museum 

and Galata Mevlevi House Museum in Istanbul among many others. Majority of 

these museums in Turkey, indeed, have been the most visited and popular ones 

among the public due to their inherently religious connotations.96 They – 

especially the Museum of Hagia Sophia and the Holy Relics Department – 
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granted the people with a new understanding of the Islamic based Ottoman 

Empire within the context of a secular state.97 In a sense, they also came to be 

places of worship for the religious segments of the populace where they became 

involved in public institutions through their religious lens but in a secular 

frame.98 

These institutions are fruitful examples demonstrating the deep rooted 

perspective that deems museums as “secular temples” which makes the 

researcher question the “secular frame” that demotes the position of religion 

within a museum space into a merely historical artifact. These museums, hence, 

blur the line between religious places of worship and secular scientific 

institutions. The crucial question at this point is the role the “secular” Turkish 

state played in “museumifying” the popular religious sites. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

 

TRANSFORMING “SACRED” INTO “SECULAR” WITHIN THE 

CONTEXT OF TURKEY 

 

 

 

1. Examples of the Transformation of Sacred Sites into State Museums 

in Turkey 

As mentioned in the introduction, there are several religious sites in Turkey 

which were transformed into museums and at the same time loaded with 

political overtones such as the Mevlana Museum, although almost each one 

followed a different pattern. The foremost sites are Hagia Sophias in Istanbul, 

Trabzon and Iznik, Hacıbektaş Museum in Nevşehir, Holy Relics Department at 

the Topkapı Palace Museum, Chora Museum, Aya Irini Museum and Galata 

Mevlevi House Museum in Istanbul.  
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Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, built by the Byzantine Emperor Justinian I in 

the sixth century, was originally a Greek Orthodox basilica and a church of great 

importance for all of Christendom until it became a mosque in 1453 after the 

Ottoman Empire took over Istanbul from the Byzantine Empire.99 After its 

conversion, minarets were added to the building and the images inside were 

whitewashed. As it was in the Byzantine Empire once, it also became a very 

important edifice for the Ottoman Empire in which significant ceremonies took 

place.   After almost five hundred years as a mosque, in 1935, with the 

declaration of the secular Republic of Turkey, Hagia Sophia was transformed 

into a museum.100  This transformation was not merely symbolizing the 

secularization of the building, but also the secularization of the nation.101 But 

since then, the controversies around the building have never come to an end 

and recently have become even more intense due to the crucial symbolic 

associations it carries, especially for the current government in Turkey. Now 

that Islam has been put forward as the core ideology of the state, transforming 

the Hagia Sophia Museum to a mosque has become an appealing idea once 

again.102  The Turkish Ministry of Religious Affairs assigned an imam103 to the 
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Hagia Sophia in 2014 for the room next to the museum, which was opened in 

1992 only to serve people who work in the area.104 This happened right after a 

muezzin chanted the prayer in Hagia Sophia during Ramadan for the first time 

since the conversion of the building into a state museum.105 These changes in 

the museum have provided the Islamist segment in Turkey with the hope that 

the adjoining room will be turned into a mosque soon, even though the plans 

regarding the transformation of Hagia Sophia seem to be suspended for the 

moment.106 

Hagia Sophia in Trabzon, also called the “Small Hagia Sophia,” is the 

second of the three Hagia Sophia’s subject to this chapter. When Trabzon was 

added into the Ottoman borders, the church was not converted into a mosque 

immediately. Instead, the transformation happened a hundred years after the 

conquest and remained as such until the Russian occupation in 1916 during 

which it was utilized as a hospital and depot. Between 1958 and 1964 the 

building went through an extensive restoration led by Edinburgh University 

which resulted in uncovering of its frescoes and in 1964 Hagia Sophia was 

inaugurated as a state museum.107 Nevertheless, the current political stance 

affected Hagia Sophia in Trabzon as it did its namesake in Istanbul. Despite the 
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protests against the transformation of the building into a mosque, the former 

church was opened to worship by the government as a mosque in 2013 after 

serving as a museum for 52 years. 108 

Hagia Sophia in Iznik, an important site for Christianity, was built by 

Emperor Justinian and the last Ecumenical Council was held in this church in 

the eighth century during which the iconoclasm was denounced and the 

veneration of icons was approved.109 After the region got under the Ottoman 

rule in the thirteenth century, it was converted into a mosque, however, lost its 

function as a religious institution long before the declaration of the Republic of 

Turkey in 1923. Especially after the restorations held in 2007, Hagia Sophia in 

Iznik became an important site for Christian tourism.110 Similar to its Trabzon 

counterpart, however, Hagia Sophia of Iznik was also exposed to politics and 

was turned into a mosque in 2011 – albeit the objection of the secularist 

segment in Turkey. In New York Times, the opening of the museum as a mosque 

was announced with an article titled “The Church that Politics Turned into a 

Mosque,” underlining the reactions, mostly negative, of the visitors.111 

In a speech Bülent Arınç, the Deputy Prime Minister at the time, gave 

during the opening of a new museum near Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, he 
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indicated that the transformations of two Hagia Sophias – in Iznik and Trabzon 

– were the two developments that made them happy and that all the Hagia 

Sophias are already mosques – utilizing the historical framework that only goes 

back to the takeover of Istanbul by the Ottoman Empire in 1453. Basing his 

claims on the fact that in contrast to the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, the Iznik site 

had never been registered as a state museum since the foundation of the 

republic, he additionally highlighted the site as always being a mosque although 

it stayed closed in the last decades of the Ottoman Empire.112 

Other than these examples related to the Byzantine past, there are 

several other Byzantine churches which were turned into mosques in Turkey of 

which the conversion processes they went through have not been as 

controversial as the Hagia Sophias, such as the Chora Museum and Hagia Eirene 

Museum in Istanbul. Originally, the Chora Museum in Istanbul was first 

constructed as a church in the fourth century during the Byzantine Empire and 

rebuilt in the eleventh century. After almost fifty years the Ottoman Empire 

took over Istanbul in the mid-fifteenth century, the church was converted into a 

mosque. 400 years later, the proclamation of the Republic of Turkey changed 

the usage of the building again and in 1958 it was opened as a state museum 

and has been serving as such since then.113 
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Hagia Eirene, another Byzantine period church on the other hand, 

followed a slightly different path than the Chora Church. Known as the only 

church which was not converted into a mosque after the Ottoman Empire’s 

domination of the region, its conversion into a museum happened much earlier 

among its counterparts, even before the foundation of the republic.114 

Originally, the building was utilized as an armory and a warehouse and 

eventually became a military museum in 1846.115 The contents were organized 

into two sections and the building officially named the Museum of Early 

Munitions and Artifacts. Later it was used again as a depot. In the years 1908-

1940 it served as the Military Museum.116 Today, the former church still 

functions as a museum and a concert hall because of its convenient acoustics 

and space. 

As mentioned earlier, there is another example of the transformation of 

religious sites to state museums which is not related to the Byzantine past, the 

Galata Mevlevi House Museum in Istanbul. It was the first Mevlevi dervish lodge 

in Istanbul built in 1491 and was closed in 1925 due to the law regarding the 

closure of dervish lodges, hospices and shrines. With the law coming into effect, 

it was converted into an elementary school until its transfer to the Ministry of 

Education to be opened as a museum. However, the inauguration of the 
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museum only became possible in 1975 as the Divan Literature Museum. After 

the restorations carried out between 2005 and 2011, the museum with its new 

name, Galata Mevlevi House, started to receive visitors.117 Although it seems 

similar to the Mevlana Museum at first glance, they are very different in terms 

of the transformation processes they went through. Despite the fact that both 

sites were closed in 1925, their conversion processes have almost nothing in 

common. Indeed, unlike the Mevlana Museum which was opened as a museum 

almost right after the closure, the opening of the Galata Mevlevi House Museum 

became only possible in 2011 through a much less controversial process. 

Apart from the above examples, Hacıbektaş Museum in Nevşehir and the 

Holy Relics Department at the Topkapı Palace Museum in Istanbul are much 

more similar to the Mevlana Museum with regards to their historical 

developments. The next subchapter, thus, will be the examination of those two 

cases from Turkey with the purpose of creating a base for further chapters on 

the Mevlana Museum and its utilization in political image making. 

 

2. Hacıbektaş Museum 

Hacı Bektaş Veli was a thirteenth century Anatolian mystic, as was Mevlana, and 

was the eponym of the Bektashi order. Bektashis also form a “heterodox” path 

of Islam and thus are generally considered closely related to the Alevi sect of 
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Islam. Although there are several differences between the Alevi and Bektashi 

interpretations of Islam, the tomb of Hacı Bektaş Veli has been acknowledged as 

a pilgrimage site and one of the most sacred places by the Alevi faith.118 Similar 

to the Mevlana Museum, the shrine of Hacı Bektaş Veli was also closed due to 

the law of 1925 which closed all dervish lodges as a part of its “secular 

nationalist ideas.”119 However, unlike the Mevlana Museum, this “sacred” site 

was not turned into a museum immediately after its closure in 1925. In 

contrast, the Hacı Bektaş complex had remained closed for almost forty years 

until 1962, the year which it became a “secular” site and reopened as a 

museum.120 The foremost reason behind this attitude was not only the 

secularization efforts, but also the Bektashi order’s close associations 

specifically with the Alevi sect of Islam – a fact that made the museumification 

process of the tomb of Hacı Bektaş Veli more controversial in comparison to 

Mevlana due to fact that the Bektashi order’s relation with the “predominantly 

Sunni Muslim authorities” has never been smooth since the Ottoman times.121 

In 1826, with the abolishment of the janissary corps by Sultan Mahmud II to 

which the Bektashi order was closely related, the sultan suppressed the order, 

executed many Bektashi leaders and transferred its possessions to 
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Naqshibandis, another Sufi order with strong adherence to the Sunni 

interpretation of Islam.122 Under the Naqshibandis, a mosque was built within 

the tomb, still causing discomfort among the Alevis who consider the site a holy 

pilgrimage center. Later, after the foundation of the republic in 1923, although 

the early republican state strongly defended laicism, there was anyhow an 

awareness of its power as a tool to create a “homogenized nation” since the 

majority of the population was already formed of Sunni Muslims. Paradoxically, 

the leaders of the republic “deployed orthodox Islam for the purposes of the 

state, using it as a means of homogenization across the country.”123 Thus, it was 

less than surprising for this site to remain closed until 1962 due to two reasons: 

first, the religious overtones of Hacı Bektaş’s image which are not suitable for 

manipulation unlike Mevlana’s, and second, because it is a site of crucial 

importance for the Alevis, it is probable that a negative approach towards this 

site was adopted by the state. 

 Likewise Mevlana Jalal ad-Din Rumi, Hacı Bektaş Veli was also casted 

with a new image during the post-1923 era: “a great Turkish personality.”124 

Regarding this, Refika Sarıönder even claimed that “due to the fact that their 

tolerant teachings do not represent any threat to secularist republican state 
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issues, both thinkers are also celebrated at [the] state level.”125 In this regard, it 

is difficult to share the same opinion with Sarıönder given the fact that the Hacı 

Bektaş Veli complex, a pilgrimage site for the Alevis, remained closed for almost 

forty years and later was turned into a museum in which one cannot worship. 

Although the tomb of Mevlana was also turned into a museum, the 

transformation was different and less symbolic than the one of Hacı Bektaş 

complex taken into account that Mevlana is not associated with a specific sect of 

Islam. Given the fact that Hacı Bektaş Veli has been adopted as a saint by the 

Alevis, his position within a community composed mostly of Sunni Muslims has 

been less privileged than the one of Mevlana Mevlana Jalal ad-Din Rumi.126 

 Despite the fact that the post-1962 history of the Hacı Bektaş Veli 

complex has not been marked by major incidents associated with political 

agendas, the very existence of this site as a state museum has been problematic 

since its inauguration, especially for the Alevis. The mosque inside the museum 

built in 1826, for instance, was not closed even though the site was reopened as 

a museum. The complicated situation here is that while a pilgrimage site of 

millions of believers in Turkey can only remain open as a state museum, within 

the very same complex, and most importantly inside a museum, a mosque 

pertaining to orthodox Sunni sect has been serving the public without any 
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interruption. Additionally, according to the surveys conducted by Tanyeri, 

Harmanşah and Hayden in 2008-2009, the majority of the visitors regard the 

mosque as “a continuation of the centuries-old Sunni-centric policy of 

assimilating Alevis.”127 One visitor even expressed his discomfort about this 

mosque since while performing prayer in the mosque one should turn his back 

to Hacı Bektaş Veli’s tomb which is assumed by him “a deliberate act devised by 

Mahmud II to offend Alevis.”128 Apart from that, by transforming this site not 

only an emphasis was put on secularism, but also on the Sunni inclination of the 

Republic of Turkey which especially starting from 1990s has not been getting 

along with the “heterodox” Islamic practices. Therefore, it is not surprising that 

there has not been much change in this museum after 1980s since keeping it as 

a museum is sufficiently an opposing act. Although the government – especially 

since 2001 – has been exhibiting strong Islamist tendencies, these tendencies 

have been primarily favoring the orthodox Sunni sect of Islam. The only change 

that has been made during this period is to finalize the practice of “ticketing the 

sacred,”129 as a part of the AKP’s initiatives regarding the embracement of the 

minorities – albeit these initiatives have been perceived by the opposing parties 

as parts of its election strategy.130 
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3. Holy Relics Department at the Topkapı Palace Museum 

The first museum of the Republic of Turkey, Topkapı Palace Museum, was 

established in 1924 in an effort to create a link with the “glorious” early 

Ottoman history and to weaken the image of the late Ottoman Empire from 

which the republican Turkey strived to alienate itself. While the new 

signification casted for the late Ottoman era was a “distant” empire which was 

overthrown by the foundation of the republic, early Ottoman history was 

disassociated from the later eras and re-interpreted as more “close” to the 

newly founded state.131 In this process, the transformation of the Topkapı 

Palace into a museum was deemed as the most appropriate action since the 

“glory” of the earlier eras can be made apparent within the building itself. In 

tandem with this vision, to make the Topkapı Palace Museum more sixteenth 

century looking than it was; an extensive restoration project was undertaken 

during 1940s.132 Despite the fact that the palace provided the new state with a 

useful place through which certain ideologies could be rendered, the Holy Relics 

Department within the palace could not be associated with new meanings due 

to its highly religious connotations contrasting to the “laicism” of the state. 

 The Holy Relics Department, originally the Has Oda, in the Topkapı 

Palace Museum was first built by Sultan Mehmed the Conquerer between 1474 

– 1478 to receive visitors and as an office where he was occupied with the 
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affairs of the state. After the conquest of Egypt by Sultan Selim I in 1517, the 

holy relics were brought to the Topkapı Palace, where they have been preserved 

ever since.133 The inflow of holy relics to the palace continued until the 

foundation of the republic, amounting to 605 relics, of which merely the most 

venerated ones are currently on display. In 1924, Topkapı Palace was 

transformed into a state museum with the Holy Relics part remaining closed for 

almost forty years due to the secularization efforts of the newly founded state. 

In line with the new secular identity of the state, Quranic recitation which had 

been in existence in the Has Oda for hundreds of years had as well been 

stopped.134 Finally in 1962, the same year as the inauguration of the Hacıbektaş 

Museum, the department was inaugurated as a section of the museum albeit 

without the Quranic recitation. 

 The Holy Relics Department is associated with orthodox Sunni Islam, 

therefore, it has a different chronological development than the other ones, 

especially in recent years. Although it remained closed until 1962 as the 

Hacıbektaş Museum,135 one may assert that the reason behind the closure of the 

Holy Relics Department was different than the Hacıbektaş Museum. It was not 

merely related to the secularist ideals of the early republican era since with its 

                                                 
133 Tahsin Öz, Hırka-ı Saadet Dairesi ve Emanat-ı Mukaddese. Istanbul: Ismail Akgün Matbaası, 
1953.17. 
134 Hilmi Aydın, Hırka-ı Saadet Dairesi ve Mukaddes Emanetler, Istanbul: Kaynak Kitaplığı, 2004, 
40. 
135 Throughout the sources reviewed for this study, there is no explanation regarding both 
museums’ opening in 1962. 



50 

Sunni character it represents the majority of the population/ the “homogenized 

nation,” but it was mainly associated to the “inappropriateness” of placing 

“sacred objects” within a “secular” museum space since the sacredness of these 

objects is not easily erasable. The concept of the museum itself was new to 

Turkish society, hence, in a recently laicized country these objects could have 

destroyed the “western,” “modern” and “secular” atmosphere of the museum 

given the fact that glass cases could have probably not been sufficient to prevent 

the public from worshipping them. At this point, one may argue that the 

Mevlana Museum was opened despite the fact it was also a “sacred” site; 

however, due to Mevlana Mevlana Jalal ad-Din Rumi’s image which is suitable 

for making alterations as mentioned, his tomb was not that “sacred” anymore 

and hence could be opened as a museum. 

After 1962, the political context throughout the time periods can actually 

be easily traced via the attitudes towards the recitation of the Quran within the 

department. In 1962 when the department was opened for the first time it was 

without the Quranic recitation since such an act may have been still perceived 

as inappropriate for a museum space. With the rise of the Islamist tendencies in 

the political arena after the 1980’s, the “signification” of the Holy Relics 

Department has undergone a shift resulting in the utilization of this section of 

the museum for devotional purposes by many visitors and accordingly, during 

this period the Quranic recitation started once again only during the hours 
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when the museum was open,136 and then in 1996, it turned into a 24-hour live 

recitation in the Has Oda where it still continues today.137 At this point, the year 

1996 is a very meaningful one in the sense that Necmettin Erbakan, the leader 

of the moderate-Islamist Welfare Party, became the new prime minister of the 

Republic of Turkey.138 

 The situation of the Holy Relics Department is different from the other 

case studies analyzed in this study since although the department is also 

deemed by the visitors as a “sacred space” it was programmatically turned into 

a pilgrimage center, thus it is a phenomenon of the last 50 years, unlike the 

other museums subject to this study. The place itself was not open to the public 

in the Ottoman times and it is not an inherently sacred place, rather it was 

transformed into one through the objects placed inside it. Accordingly, today, 

the department mainly serves tourist pilgrims139 and as a political instrument. 

The Holy Relics Department with its unique character carrying both Sunni and 

Ottoman connotations, indeed, has become an effective means through which 

the current government can realize its ideals. To that end, between 2005 and 

2008, only this “sacred” section of the Topkapı Palace Museum has been 

renovated for a modern display of the holy relics for 5.5 million dollars– a 

                                                 
136 Wendy M.K. Shaw, “Between the Secular and the Sacred: a new face for the department of 
the holy relics at the Topkapı Palace Museum,” Material religion - the journal of objects, art and 
belief 6 (1) (2010): 129. 
137 Necdet Sakaoğlu, “24 saat Kuran okuma masalı,” NTV Tarih 12, (2010), 28. 
138Wendy M. K. Shaw, “National Museums in the Republic of Turkey,” 935. 
139 Wendy M.K. Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism,” 154. 
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symbolic act in line with the respective political context.140 In addition to this, 

tourism companies organize daily tours which include Panorama 1453 

Museum, Holy Relics Department, Hırka-ı Şerif Mosque and Ottoman traditions 

still continue within this department such as viewing the holy mantle and eating 

baklava during the Ramadan – a ceremony called as the Baklava Alayı (The 

Baklava Procession).141 

                                                 
140 Wendy M.K. Shaw, “Between the Secular and the Sacred,” 129. 
141 Wendy M.K. Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism,” 154. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

 

FROM A RELIGIOUS SITE TO A STATE MUSEUM: THE TOMB 

COMPLEX OF MEVLANA JALAL AD-DIN RUMI 

 

 

 

 

 

1. The Historical Background of the Tomb Complex of Mevlana Jalal 

ad-Din Rumi 
 

The first attempt to convert sites of worship into “secular” models in line with 

the state ideology commenced with the transformation of the tomb of Mevlana 

Jalal ad-Din Rumi into a state museum in 1926.  Mevlana was a thirteenth 

century poet, Sufi mystic and philosopher who was born in the city of Balkh. 

With the start of the Mongol invasion of Central Asia, in an attempt to find a 

safer place to settle down, he and his family left their hometown and started to 

migrate.  According to the sources, Alaeddin Keykubat (d. 1237), the ruler of the 
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Seljuk Sultanate of Rum, invited them to the Seljuk capital, Konya, where 

Mevlana spent the rest of his life, continued his teachings and wrote his 

works.142 

 

Figure 3 - Depiction of Konya - the tomb complex of Mevlana is on the lower right 
corner. Matrakçı Nasuh, Mecmu'-i Menazil, 1537. By Ali Uzay Peker. 

 

The majority of those works were written in Persian among which Masnavi 

Man’avi, Divan-i Kabir, Fihi Ma Fihi, Majalis-i Saba and Maktubat are the most 

well-known.143 He died in Konya in 1273 and was buried next to his father – 

formerly the rose garden of the Seljukid sultans – which became a mausoleum 

                                                 
142 Erdoğan Erol, Mevlana’nın Hayatı ve Eserleri, Konya: Anadolu Manşet Gazetesi, 2004, 7. 
143 Erdoğan Erol, Mevlana Müzesi, Konya: T.C. Konya Valiliği İl Kültür ve Turizm Müdürlüğü 
Yayınları, 2007, 3. 
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and a shrine later on. His son, Sultan Veled, and his followers played an 

important part in institutionalizing his teachings and forming the Mevlevi 

order.144 Consequently, the place where he was buried became a “monumental 

religious”145 site and used as a pilgrimage center by the followers of the 

“heterodox”/ Sufi practices, and by a diversity of people from all around the 

world.  

 

Figure 4 - Mevlana Museum. By Mehmet Önder. 

 

Nevertheless in 1925, after the founding of the republic, the site was 

closed due to the new regulation which ordered the closing of all tekkes (dervish 

lodges) and zaviyes (central dervish lodges).146 With this law, all the wealth of 

tekkes and zaviyes were confiscated and transferred to the state, hence, the 

entire tomb complex of Mevlana Mevlana Jalal ad-Din Rumi which had been 

                                                 
144 Mehmet Önder, Museum of Mevlana (Istanbul: AjansTürk Kültür Yayınları Serisi, 1972), 7 
145 Wendy M. K. Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism," 144. 
146 Rabia Harmanşah, Tuğba Tanyeri-Erdemir, Robert M. Hayden, “Secularizing the 
Unsecularizable," 344. 
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there for more than six hundred years.147 Before this law, indeed, the original 

constitution of 1924 had allowed religious ceremonies by announcing that: 

No one may be censured on account of his religion, sect, Sufi orders, or 

philosophical convictions. As long as they are not contrary to the public 

order, the ethics of social relations, and the decree of the laws, the 

performance of every type of religious ceremony is free.148 

 

However, due to a Naqshabandi149 Kurdish rebellion which happened after the 

abovementioned law came into effect, Atatürk’s stance towards Sufi orders 

radically changed. In order to prevent any threat against the newly founded 

Republic of Turkey, he made himself clear that there was no longer space for 

Sufi orders’ existence in one of his public speeches in 1925:  

In the face of knowledge, science, and of the whole extent of radiant 

civilization, I cannot accept the presence in Turkey’s civilized community 
of people primitive enough to seek material and spiritual benefits in the 

guidance of sheikhs. The Turkish republic cannot be a country of 

sheikhs, dervishes and disciples. The best, the truest order is the order of 

Civilization. To be a man it is enough to carry out the requirements of 

civilization. The leaders of dervish orders will understand the truth of 

my words, and will themselves close down their lodges and admit that 

their disciples have grown up.150 

 

                                                 
147 Sami Zubaida, “Turkish Islam and National Identity,” Middle East Report, no. 199 (1996), 
doi:10.2307/3012885, 12 
148 Mark Soileau, “Humanist Mystics: Nationalism and the Commemoration of Saints in Turkey,” 
Unpubished PhD dissertation, University of California, 2006), 245 in Rose Aslan, “The 
Museumification of Rumi’s Tomb: Deconstructing Sacred Space at the Mevlana Museum,” 
International Journal of Religious Tourism and Pilgrimage 2, no. 2 (2014), 7. 
149 Another Sunni order of Sufism. 
150 İbid., 245 in Rose Aslan, “The Museumification of Rumi’s Tomb: Deconstructing Sacred Space 
at the Mevlana Museum,” International Journal of Religious Tourism and Pilgrimage 2, no. 2 
(2014), 7. 
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“Re-structuring religious orders and sites” in Anatolia was not just about the 

transition from a religiously defined Sunni-centric Ottoman Empire to the 

secular Turkish Republic, but also was about cleaning up any obstacles that 

could damage the new political structure.151 Therefore, with the new law of 

1925, all religious orders were banned from operating and all the dervish 

lodges were closed:152  

Article 1: All of the Sufi hospices in the Republic of Turkey, whether 

pious endowments, personal property of shaykhs . . . will be closed and 

the right of ownership suspended . . . The graves of sultans and the 
shrines of dervishes are closed and the occupation of shrine custodian is 

voided. All persons who reopen closed-down Sufi hospices, hostels, or 

shrines, or those people who use mystical titles to attract followers or 

serve them, will be sentenced to at least three months in prison and a 

fine of 50 lira.153 

 

Within one year after the regulation, all of the lodges in Turkey were declared 

state property and were closed down, through the removal of their contents and 

placement in ethnographic museums. The conversion into public and private 

institutions of most Sufi lodges, therefore, left the former lodges without any 

traces of their original function.154 While those lodges became merely memories 

of the previous “backward” order, the entities that they were converted into 

became the symbols of the “modern” Turkish Republic. Besides, the 

                                                 
151 Rabia Harmanşah, Tuğba Tanyeri-Erdemir, Robert M. Hayden, “Secularizing the 
Unsecularizable,” 345. 
152 Ibid., 344. 
153 Franklin D. Lewis, Rumi: Past and Present, East and West; the Life, Teaching and Poetry of 
Jalâl al-Din Rumi, Oxford: Oneworld, 2003, 465 in Rose Aslan, “The Museumification of Rumi’s 
Tomb: Deconstructing Sacred Space at the Mevlana Museum,” 9. 
154 Ibid. 9. 
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significations of the ritual objects taken from Sufi lodges were modified when 

they were put into ethnographic museums – their religious connotations were 

wiped off through attaching folkloric values.155 

In this regard, the transition of the tomb complex of Mevlana into a state 

museum sets a very suitable example for this process. Even before the law 

regarding the confiscation of the religious orders, indeed, Atatürk had a plan for 

Mevlana’s shrine. With all the artistically valuable objects inside the shrine, 

during one of his visits to Konya, he had envisioned that they would be suitable 

in a museum setting.156 A year after this visit, in 1925, the law regarding the 

closure of religious orders came into effect and he ordered the conversion of the 

shrine complex into a museum. Division of Education at the time consulted with 

the director of the Istanbul Archaeology Museum, Halil Edhem, to make use of 

the “ethnographically and stylistically valuable architecture” and serve the 

public through transforming it into a state institution.157 After this process, 

eventually, the tomb complex was turned into a museum and reopened in 

1927158 with a “secular” image and was named as the Konya Asar-ı Atika Müzesi 

(Konya Museum of Ancient Artifacts),159 probably in an attempt to prevent any 

hints regarding the sacred nature of the site. Accordingly, the objects taken 

                                                 
155 Wendy M. K. Shaw, “Museums and Narratives of Display from the Late Ottoman Empire to 
the Turkish Republic,” 267. 
156 Mehmet Önder, Atatürk Konya'da, Ankara: Atatürk Araştırma Merkezi, 1989, 3. 
157 Prime Minister's Archives of the Republic, document 35:42, 24 Kanunevvel 1341 / 3 March 
1926, 35:42 in Wendy M. K. Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism,” 145. 
158 Mehmet Önder, Mevlânâ ve Mevlevilik, İstanbul: Aksoy Yayıncılık, 1998, 261. 
159 Erdoğan Erol, Mevlana’nın Hayatı, Eserleri ve Mevlana Müzesi. Konya: Anadolu Manşet 
Gazetesi, 2004, 47. 
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from the Konya Archaeological Museum added to the Mevlana Museum’s 

collection enhanced the site’s status as a museum with not only a burial ground, 

but also ancient artifacts.160 The room reserved for the Çelebi, the dervish 

leader, was changed into the museum’s director room and it turned the museum 

into a secular space but with obvious traces of the site’s religious past. 

 

Figure 5 - Abdülhalim Çelebi (head of the lodge) welcoming Atatürk in Konya train 
station prior to 1925. By Erdoğan Erol. 

 

Figure 6 - The inauguration of the museum. By Naci Bakırcı. 

                                                 
160 Mehmet Önder, “Konya'da Mevlana Dergahı Merkez Arşivi ve Mevlevihaneler,” The Journal of 
Ottoman Studies 14 (1994), 138. 
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Figure 7 - Inscription on the door of the museum: “Konya Ancient Artifacts Museum.” 
By Naci Bakırcı. 

 

As proposed by Halil Edhem, the walls of the former cells of the dervishes were 

taken down for better lighting and became a display hall next to the primary 

tomb. Appointed as display and education galleries, small rooms meant for 

inward meditation, were no more existent. There were also more aggressive 

transformations that significantly erased the religious nature of the site. As part 

of the conversion of the site into a museum, a group of graves in front of the 

entrance were desecrated and removed to create a public courtyard suitable for 

visitors. These actions eliminated many of the characteristics that made the 

building a place of worship.161  

                                                 
161 Wendy M. K. Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism,” 145. 
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To that end, the underlying purpose of opening the tomb as a museum 

was more comprehensive than merely making use of an ethnographically 

valuable building.162 Although it was inaugurated by the government in order to 

“preserve the cultural heritage,” the act was part of a much wider agenda which 

aimed to transform this site into a “symbol of the new order.”163 In the past, 

these dervish lodges were an effective means of converting Turkoman people 

from Seljuk Anatolia to Islam, and this time, their transformation into museums 

was a way for the early republican regime to express its strict secularist 

ideals.164 The conversion of the tomb complex into a museum, indeed, was a 

highly politicized undertaking and “a clear statement against the powerful 

religious brotherhoods.”165 In line with this purpose, the objects in the museum 

were organized around two main themes, Turkish and Seljuk. By doing so, it 

was primarily aimed to eliminate the devotional functions of the objects within 

the museum through wiping away their Islamic essence. Along with these, the 

image of the Sufi saint, Mevlana, had been re-constructed and he was re-

presented as a national hero. The Islamic and Persian connotations his image 

carried were replaced by those of the “Turkishness” in line with another arrow, 

“nationalism” of the CHP and he started to be deemed as an outcome of the 

“Turkish genius.” As Mustafa Kemal Atatürk indicated, “Being a Mevlevi was 

                                                 
162 Ibid., 145. 
163 Ibid., 144. 
164 Ibid., 145. 
165 Wendy M. K. Shaw, National Museums in the Republic of Turkey: Palimpsests within a 
Centralized State, 932 
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natural to Turkish traditions. The idea of reaching God through turning one’s 

feet and in an active form is a very natural expression of the Turkish genius.”166 

Paradoxically, the closing of the lodge was so well rendered that it was reflected 

as an act of favor made to the Sufi order rather than as an act of suppression. 

During one of his visits to the museum, Atatürk, again, underlined this notion 

through the following sentences: “[…] I suggested that we not close this lodge, 

but leave it open as a museum […] I see that I brought the command of this poet 

into fruition. And you see what a fine museum it has become.”167 With this new 

approach to Mevlana, in Wendy Shaw’s words, “He emerged not as a figure in 

the Persian-Islamic tradition but as an early national hero.”168 Other than being 

promoted as a “national hero,” he was as well promoted as a “great intellectual” 

through emphasis put on the long-established perception of the Mevlevi lodges 

as centers of art and science.169 Even today there are still hints of this 

perception. In the brief information provided in the museum’s website, a 

specific emphasis is put on the violin exhibited in the museum among many 

other objects in order to underline the order’s art related activities. 

Additionally, regarding the existence of a globe within the lodge, it is mentioned 

that: “[T]he objects which draw most attention among many other objects are 

[…] and a globe utilized to teach astronomy in an era during which Galileo was 

                                                 
166 Mehmet Önder, Atatürk Konya’da, Ankara: Atatürk Kültür, Dil ve Tarih Yüksek Kurumu 
Araştırma Merkezi 1989, 2-3, in Wendy M. K. Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism," 146. 
167 Mehmet Önder, Atatürk Konya’da, in Wendy M. K. Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism," 146. 
168 Ibid., 146. 
169 Rabia Harmanşah, Tuğba Tanyeri-Erdemir, Robert M. Hayden, “Secularizing the 
Unsecularizable," 345. 
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sentenced to death.”170 Thus, because the symbolic associations his name 

carried were suitable for manipulation, the government was able to promote 

the “universality and tolerance of Mevlana and his philosophy”171 and his 

“Turkishness” and to strip him off of his religious connotations. Rumi’s tomb, 

indeed, has reached a high level of historical and cultural international 

relevance which came as a result of the Turkish state policy through which 

Rumi’s shrine could become the “the non-exclusive property of the nation,” 

since it was projected as a figure of utmost importance to Turkish heritage.172 

Basically this change in function stems from the state’s ideology where it was an 

acceptable purpose for Turks to visit Rumi’s tomb as a means to heighten 

Turkish pride by educating themselves about important figures related to 

Turkish history.173 The easily modified image of Mevlana, hence, was one of the 

main reasons behind the transformation of this site into a state museum in such 

an early phase of the republican era while all the other lodges remained closed.  

The tomb complex was a very convenient stage for the demonstration of 

the new order’s power as well. Not only was the government closing down the 

tomb complex of a renowned Muslim intellectual, but also was converting it into 

an institution of the state. With one single act prominent figures of the new 

                                                 
170 “Mevlana Müzesi,” Museum. Republic of Turkey Ministry of Culture and Tourism, accessed 
January 5, 2016 
171 Rabia Harmanşah, Tuğba Tanyeri-Erdemir, Robert M. Hayden, “Secularizing the 
Unsecularizable," 345. 
172 Mark Soileau, “Humanist Mystics: Nationalism and the Commemoration of Saints in Turkey”, 
262 in Rose Aslan, “The Museumification of Rumi’s Tomb: Deconstructing Sacred Space at the 
Mevlana Museum,” 10. 
173 Ibid., 10. 
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order were able to send clear messages to their opponents both inside and 

outside of Turkey. It was the publicity of the new and secular Turkey and most 

importantly a challenge towards religious orders – “the new order was even 

capable of closing the tomb complex of Mevlana.” After the conversion, the 

existence of the state within the site was apparent through the aspects that gave 

the site the characteristics of a museum.  The objects which had been used by 

the Mevlevi order for hundreds of years were placed “safely” in glass display 

cases, keeping visitors at a distance from displays. Additionally, people now had 

to pay to enter a religious site, go through the security doors and had to follow 

the itinerary determined by the museum management. With this 

transformation, pilgrims who went there also became regular tourists and their 

communication with a “sacred” place started to be controlled by the 

“museumified context.”174 The connotations attached to a site are derived from 

its past and present significance. So, when the Turkish government proposed to 

impose modernity on Turkish culture, one important aspect of it was the 

museumification of sacred spaces. The Mevlana Museum is a good example of 

that, where a nationalist government shifting the past purpose of the museum 

to create a nationalist vision.175 

 

2. The Layout of the Mevlana Museum 
 

                                                 
174 Ibid., 11. 
175 Ibid., 10. 



65 

 

Figure 8 - Mevlana Museum. By the Ministry of Culture and Tourism. 

 

The Mevlana Museum is originally situated over an area of 6500 square meters, 

however with later extensions which were made regarding the design, now it 

covers an area of almost 18000 square meters.176 The courtyard of the museum 

is reached through the Dervişan Kapısı (The Gate of the Dervishes) is situated on 

the west side of the complex. Dervish cells are positioned along the walls 

surrounding the north and west walls. On the south side, after the mausoleums 

of Matbah and Hürrem Pashas, there is the Hamuşan Kapısı (The Gate of the 

Silent) which leads to the cemetery. Mausoleums of Sinan Pasha, Fatma Hatun 

and Hasan Pasha are situated on the eastern side of the courtyard next to the 

Semahane (Ritual Hall), masjid and the main section in which the tombs of 

Mevlana and his family are located. In the courtyard of the convent there are 

                                                 
176 See appendix A for plans of the museum belonging to three different time periods. 
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three main structures; the şadırvan177 built by Sultan Selim in 1512, a six-sided 

marble pool called Şeb-i Arus178 around which dervishes whirl on the death 

anniversary of Mevlana and lastly the fountain called Selsebil.179 

 

Figure 9 - Şadırvan in the courtyard of the Mevlana Museum. By the Konya Directorate 
of Tourism and Culture. 

 

Tilavet Chamber 

Tilavet180 Chamber is the small room adjacent to the main building which used 

to be the place where the dervishes read the Quran while the Mevlevi lodge had 

been functioning. After the arrangements made in 1954, calligraphy works were 

started to be exhibited in the section and at present, it houses the Calligraphy 

Section with the works of notable calligraphers of the Ottoman period. The 

                                                 
177 A fountain which used for ritual ablutions and usually located in the middle of a mosque 
courtyard. 
178 Means nuptial night or the night Mevlana passed away. 
http://www.kultur.gov.tr/EN,113978/konya---mevlana-museum.html 
179 Konya – Mevlana Museum. Republic of Turkey Ministry of Culture and Tourism. Accessed 
June 12, 2017 
180 "Tilavet" is an Arabic word which means reading the quran with a beautiful voice and the 
correct rhythm. http://www.kultur.gov.tr/EN,113978/konya---mevlana-museum.html 
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Tilavet Chamber and the tomb are connected through a silver door which was 

added in 1599 by the order of the Vizier Hasan Pasha, the son of the Grand 

Vizier Sokullu Mehmed Pasha, as the inscription above the door indicates.181  

 

Figure 10 - Tilavet Chamber. By the Konya Directorate of Tourism and Culture. 

 

The Tomb of Mevlana 

The silver door in the Tilavet Chamber connects to the mausoleum hall which is 

also called the Huzur-ı Pir.182 In this hall, sarcophagi are located on a high 

platform under the three-domed roof of the section – which is called the 

Kibab’ul Aktab (Dome of the Sages). Whereas graves of six sacred Khorasan men 

are placed on the platform in the north, on the platforms on the east and south 

                                                 
181 Mehmet Önder, The Museums of Turkey. Ankara: Türkiye İş Bankası Cultural Publications, 
1999, 287. 
182 In the presence of the Saint 
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there are fifty-five graves belonging to the family members of Mevlana and ten 

graves to the high-ranked Mevlevi dervishes, all covered with richly 

embroidered covers.183 Lastly, the graves of Mevlana and and his son Sultan 

Veled are located right under the green dome. The marble sarcophagi over the 

graves were donated by Sultan Süleyman in 1565 and the gold embroidered 

cloths covering the sarcophagi were made by the order of Sultan Abdulhamid II 

in 1894.184 

 

Figure 11 - The tomb of Mevlana. By Naci Bakırcı. 

                                                 
183 Mehmet Önder, The Museums of Turkey, 287. 
184 Naci Bakırcı, Musafa Çıpan, “Mevlana Dergahı,” In Mevlana Müzesi Kataloğu, edited by 
Mustafa Çıpan, Istanbul, 2014, 73. 
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Figure 12 - Inside the tomb complex of Mevlana. By the Ministry of Culture and 
Tourism. 

 

 

Figure 13 - Tomb complex around 1960. By Mehmet Önder. 
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Semahane (Ritual Hall) 

Constructed during the reign of Sultan Selim II in the sixteenth century along 

with the mosque, this domed hall was the place where dervishes used to 

perform the whirling ceremonies called Semah before the closure of the lodge in 

1925. The plan of the section was preserved in its original state which 

enclosures the Naat platform where poems devoted Prophet Muammad are 

read, a place on which musicians used to perform called Mutrib Cells and the 

gathering sections for both women and men. Today, clothes of Mevlana and 

some valuable manuscripts are on display in the Semahane section of the 

museum along with a small model of Kaaba in the center.185 

 

 

Figure 14 - Ritual hall. By the Konya Directorate of Tourism and Culture. 

 

                                                 
185 Mehmet Önder, The Museums of Turkey, 289. 
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Figure 15 - Ritual Hall around 1960. By Mehmet Önder. 

 

Masjid 

The small mosque or the masjid with a single balconied minaret and a marble 

niche was built upon the order of Sultan Selim II in the sixteenth century is 

situated on the west side of the Semahane. Prior to 2014, rugs and wooden 

doors were exhibited on the walls of the masjid and inside the ten glass display 

cases examples of calligraphy, binding and gilding were on display.186 Following 

the arrangements made in 2014, nevertheless, the masjid was opened to 

                                                 
186 Mehmet Önder, Mevlana Müzesi Rehberi. Istanbul: AjansTürk Kültür Yayınları Serisi, 1962. 32. 
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prayers and the exhibited works were removed to the other parts of the 

museum.187 

 

Figure 16 - Masjid prior to 2014. By the Ministry of Culture and Tourism. 

 

Figure 17 - The current stance of the masjid. By Yeni Şafak Newspaper. 

                                                 
187 Mevlana Dergahı (Müzesi). Konya: T.C. Konya Valiliği İl Kültür ve Turizm Müdürlüğü 
Yayınları, 2015, 17. 
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Matbah-ı Şerif (The Kitchen) 

Situated on the south west corner of the convent, the kitchen was built in 1548 

during the reign of Murat II. Until the conversion of the lodge to a museum, it 

was the place where the food for Mevlevi dervishes was prepared albeit the 

function of the kitchen was much more than this. It was where novice dervishes 

underwent suffering for 1001 days by working in the kitchen and made vows 

prior to getting accepted to the order.188 After becoming a museum, this section 

of the museum went through a restoration in 1990 and today the kitchen 

routine of the dervishes is demonstrated with mannequins.189 

 

Figure 18 - Dervish mannequin on display in the kitchen of the lodge. By the author. 

 

                                                 
188 Mehmet Önder, Mevlana and the Mevlana Museum. Istanbul: Akşit Culture and Tourism, 1990, 
67. 
189 Konya – Mevlana Museum. Republic of Turkey Ministry of Culture and Tourism. Accessed 
June 12, 2017, 
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Figure 19 - Kitchen of the lodge. By Ali Uzay Peker. 

 

The Dervish Cells 

Seventeen small cells each with a small dome and chimney, built in 1584 by 

Sultan Murad III, were the places where the dervishes live in. Until the 

arrangements made in 2011, the cells were utilized to display rugs and fabrics 

belonging to the Seljukid and Ottoman periods.190 In 2011, eight of the cells 

were re-arranged with the themes of Shams of Tabriz, Foundation Scribe, 

Sertarik Chamber, Türbedar Chamber, Çelebi Chamber, Hücrenişin, Sultan Veled, 

Aşçı Dede Chamber;191 and the others were organized to exhibit Mevlevi clothes, 

                                                 
190 Ibid. 
191 “Sertarik Chamber: Sertarik is the title given to the deputy of the Master Çelebi, the senior 
dede who is the Sheikh of the Konya Mevlevi Lodge. 
Turbedar Chamber: Türbedar is the dede who is responsible from the maintenance of Mevlana’s 
tomb in Konya and of Semahane. 
Çelebi Chamber: In the Mevlevi tradition those who descend from Mevlana called “çelebi.” 
Hücrenişin: In the Mevlevi tradition, the dervish who completes his 1001 days of suffering is 
granted the title of “dede.” The dede is also called “hücrenişin” after moving into his cell. 
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lodge items, examples of calligraphy, musical instruments belonged to the 

lodge, candles and lamps.192 The last modification regarding the organization of 

the dervish cells occurred in 2014, when the live Quranic recitation was started 

in one of the dervish cells with a hafiz dressed as a dervish, in an attempt to 

revive the tradition according to the Museum’s brochure.193 

 

Figure 20 - Dervish cells. By the Konya Directorate of Tourism and Culture. 

 

                                                                                                                                          
Aşçı Dede Chamber: Aşçı Dede, who has the highest rank within the lodge after the Sheikh, is 
responsible from all activities and also order of the lodge including the education of novice 
dervishes.” Taken from the labels in the museum. 
192 Mevlana Dergahı (Müzesi). Konya: T.C. Konya Valiliği İl Kültür ve Turizm Müdürlüğü 
Yayınları, 2015, 19. 
193 Ibid., 19. 
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Figure 21 - Inside of one of the dervish cells. By Tripadvisor. 

 

 

Figure 22 – A dervish mannequin in a dervish cell. By Tripadvisor. 
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Figure 23 - One of the dervich cells around 1960. By Mehmet Onder. 

 

    

Figure 24 (left) - Invocation prayer beads. By Tripadvisor. 

Figure 25 (right) - Incense burner. By Tripadvisor. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

 

 

CURRENT STANCE OF THE MEVLANA MUSEUM THROUGH 

MEDIA SOURCES AND IN-SITU OBSERVATIONS 

 

 

 

1. The Situation of the Mevlana Museum After 1950s 

After the strong secularization efforts of CHP, 1950s marked the history of 

Turkey as an era of “liberalization” and “populism” with the leadership of the 

opposing Democratic Party (Demokrat Parti, “DP”) of Adnan Menderes. After 27 

years of the CHP period, starting from 1950, Turkey was to experience a totally 

new understanding of governing and communicating with the public. One way 

of reaching the public was certainly through religion since it was highly 

suppressed during the CHP period. DP benefited from the reactions emerged as 

a response to strict secularist policies of the former party and implemented new 

policies embracing Islam – although this political utilization of religion was 
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merely superficially realized without attempts to undermine the secular 

identity of the republic. To that end, although the liberalization of the state 

policies to a certain extent “allowed for a wide range of religious expressions 

and associations, it did not end the formal ban on Sufism.”194 Thus, with a 

certain relaxation of the secularist policies during the DP government, in 1954, 

the name of the museum was changed to Mevlana Müzesi (“Mevlana Museum”) 

from the Konya Ancient Artifacts Museum and has remained as such since 

then.195 Compatible with this decision, the “ancient artifacts” that were not 

related to Mevlana were removed from the display cases hence making the 

change in the name even more obvious. From that moment onwards, the word 

“Mevlana” could exist side by side with the word “museum” and the tomb 

complex officially became the museum of a man whose fame entails strong 

religious connotations.196 When 1980s came, nevertheless, the Islamist policies 

were not superficial anymore but rather started to be felt very intensively. 

Despite the fact that the rise of the Islamist tendencies in the political arena had 

not been felt much extensively in the Mevlana Museum taken into account that 

there had not been major changes during this period, there were certainly 

minor changes regarding the architectural organization of the complex such as 

the reconstruction of the ablutions fountain alongside the graves which had 

                                                 
194 Sami Zubaida, “Turkish Islam and National Identity” 12. 
195 Ferruh Gerçek, Türk Müzeciliği, Ankara: T.C. Kültür ve Turizm Bakanligi Yayinlari, 1999, in 
Wendy M.K. Shaw, “National Museums in the Republic of Turkey,” 933. 
196 Mehmet Önder, “Konya'da Mevlana Dergahı Merkez Arşivi ve Mevlevihaneler”, 138. 
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been removed during the early republican period.197 Although no major 

changes occurred in the museum during 1980s, there are newspaper articles 

that foreshadow the current stance of the relationship between the state and 

the museum. An article in the Cumhuriyet Newspaper from 1989 titled “Who 

should organize the Mevlana commemorations?” demonstrates the conflict 

between the Tourism Association of Konya and the Ministry of Culture in 

Turkey. According to the article, the commemorations had been organized by 

the Tourism Association of Konya mentions since 1959 until the Ministry of 

Culture took this mission away from it. The association’s one of the board 

members, Mehdi Halıcı, clearly indicates that the action is incompatible with the 

government’s “secular” identity: 

Until now, we have only approached the commemorations taking into 

account its touristic value but not through a religious point of view. […] 
The intervention of a secular government in Mevlana commemorations 

is nothing but a political play. […] They strive to attach Mevlana religious 

connotations. However, Mevlana did not purport to be a religious man. 
He was a Sufi poet and philosopher. He went to the mosque only seven 

times in his entire life.198 

 

This quote, in fact, summarizes the debates which will surround the museum in 

the upcoming years. Carrying the early republican mindset, it touches upon the 

“secular” identity of the state and state institutions and also questions the 

religious personality of Mevlana. One point Mehdi Halıcı misses is the fact that 

the political plays were nothing new for the museum from which the main 

                                                 
197 Wendy M. K. Shaw, “Tra(ve)ils of Secularism,” 146. 
198 Necati Güngör, “Mevlana törenlerini kim hazırlamalı?” Cumhuriyet, December 15, 1989, 
accessed April 10, 2017. See Appendix B. 
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argument of this quote stemmed. Another article published in the Cumhuriyet 

Newspaper which is about President Turgut Özal’s participation in the 

commemoration ceremonies of Mevlana in 1988, provides another glimpse of 

the approach adopted towards Mevlana during those years. In the article, which 

is about Atatürk’s interest in Mevlana, the president defines Mevlana as 

someone “who has an outstanding intelligence that can interpret Islamic morals 

in the best way” and also refers to one of Atatürk’s speeches about Mevlana in 

which he defines him as “a reformer who adapted Islam to the Turkish spirit.”199 

As the latter quote shows, apart from president’s clear description of Mevlana 

as a “Muslim intellectual,” his ethnic identity also came under scrutiny in the 

newspapers of the period. Especially before the 1980s, the most common 

description of Mevlana was “the Great Turkish Philosopher” in the articles. The 

emphasis is generally on the “Turkishness” of Mevlana and not surprisingly any 

of the articles mentions his Persian origins. Although a few articles highlight the 

Islamic connotations his name carries, it is neither explicit. In 1988, 

nevertheless, an interesting debate regarding the origins of Mevlana sparked 

among the intellectuals of the time. The debate starts with the renowned poet 

Melih Cevdet Anday’s comments on Mevlana’s proficiency as a poet and 

whether he was Turkish or not. During an interview, he first acclaims that 

“Mevlana is a very bad poet who has written his poems in Persian […] “Mesnevi 

was full of obscene poems […] Mevlana is an extremely overrated poet.” then, 
                                                 
199 Tuncay Özkan, “Konya’da Şeb-i Arus’u izledi: Özal’a Et-Balık’tan 25 kurban,” Cumhuriyet, 
December 11, 1989, accessed April 10, 2017, see Appendix C. 
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responds to the question regarding the ethnicity of the poet as follows: 

“Mevlana was a Persian poet. We all know that he immigrated to Anatolia from 

Persia. How can we call someone who was raised in a Persian culture and wrote 

in Persian, a Turkish poet?”200 After the publication of this provoking interview 

of Melih Cevdet Anday, the issue found itself place in the headlines for days as 

the “Mevlana Fight.”201 Although some of the intellectuals of the period 

supported him, majority of them responded the poet in a very harsh way by 

even saying that “[i]t is an insult to the Turkish culture,” or “[p]eople who 

cannot understand Mevlana should not be talking about him.” At the end, the 

discussion came to a conclusion with the statement of the consul of Iran, Mir 

Cafer Zaferanci: 

It does not matter whether Mevlana is a Turk or Persian. From my point 

of view, the important thing is that him being a Muslim wise man who 

truly believes in the unity of God and the doomsday. What surprises me 
about this discussion is that you spend your time by discussing whether 

he was a Turk or Persian. It does not solve anything. What matters is to 

understand his teachings and benefit from them.202 

 

Other articles published in the Cumhuriyet Newspaper during the same years 

also reflect the concerns of the same time period.203 In one of those articles 

dated 1988, a renowned poet Cemal Süreya asks in a cynical tone, “Are we now 

                                                 
200 Aydın Özdalga, “Mesnevi Poşetlik,” Milliyet, February 5, 1988, accessed April 10, 2017, see 
Appendix D. 
201 Aydın Özdalga, “Mevlana kavgası büyüdü,” Milliyet, February 4, 1988, accessed April 10, 
2017, see Appendix E. 
202 “Mevlana,” Milliyet, February 6, 1988, accessed April 7, 2017, see Appendix F. 
203 See Appendix G. 
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revoking the citizenship of Mevlana?” therefore referring to people such as 

Nazım Hikmet whose citizenship were revoked due to their worldview.204 The 

importance of this discussion lies in the aspect that for the first time since the 

foundation of the republic, after more than 50 years, someone in Turkey 

brought up the uncontested facts about Mevlana for discussion. Although this 

incident does not seem to affect the tendency to define Mevlana as a “Great 

Turkish philosopher” – since this definition continues to exist in the later 

newspaper articles – it certainly reflects the changing conditions in Turkey. 

Today, the tomb complex of Mevlana, although defined as a museum, 

continues to be a “pilgrimage center” for many visitors coming from all around 

the world. Since 2001, the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma 

Partisi, “AKP”) government has been in power in Turkey and exhibits strong 

Islamist tendencies – even more than those of 1980s – which primarily favors 

the orthodox Sunni sect of Islam. From this Islamism of the AKP, the Mevlana 

Museum has also been affected. In this respect, as it was once done in the early 

republican era, a new image was again given to Mevlana: a more religious one in 

contrast with his previous image which emphasized him as an intellectual. This 

religious image newly created for Mevlana is a Sunni one in accordance with the 

ideals of the current government. After 2000s, in this respect, the Mevlana 

Museum provides the researcher with a fruitful ground to observe the changing 

trends in the Turkish political scene.  
                                                 
204 “Sanatçıların Vatandaşlık Sorunu,” Cumhuriyet, March 21, 1988, accessed April 10, 2017, see 
Appendix I. 
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2. Reflections on the Media  

In one of the online forums, the debate on “ticketing the sacred” in the Mevlana 

Museum draws attention with its interesting content. The headline of the 

discussion is “Entrance to the Mevlana Museum should be free!” and majority of 

the individuals who participate in the discussion defend the view that it is not 

proper to pay to enter a sacred site to pray.205 The discussion draws attention 

with the passionate attitude of the people who wrote on the website:  

Entrance to sacred sites should be free. My family and I go to the site just 

to pray, we are not even interested in the museum part. How come we 

have to pay to pray? 

[I]t is interesting that dervish lodges which were closed by the tekke and 

zaviye law can be opened as museums. It is so greedy. 

[T]here are people who do not go to the Mevlana Museum just because of 

the ticket price. When they die, are people not going to pay for rejecting 

visitors from the place of Mevlana – who says “Come, whoever you are” – 

by saying that “You are not welcomed if you do not have money!” 

As these quotes also indicate, even though there are few people asserting that 

the tomb complex of Mevlana is definitely a museum, the discussion is 

concentrated around the view that it is actually a “sacred” site. Majority of the 

                                                 
205 “Mevlana Müzesi Girişi Ücretsiz Olmalıdır!” Wow Turkey, Accessed April 7, 2017. 
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people touch upon the improperness of paying to enter a religious site and 

express their discomfort about not being allowed to pray within the tomb 

complex in a very clear manner. What is interesting here is the fact that people 

felt the need to discuss this issue in 2011, 84 years after the opening of the 

museum. Although the basis of this need is not possible to determine, it is highly 

probable that the recent atmosphere in Turkey which also surrounds the 

Mevlana Museum might have led the people to feel the need to discuss the 

subject on an online forum. 

In line with the spirit of those discussions, in the following years 

fundamental changes happened in the Mevlana Museum. In this respect, 2014 

was a crucial year for the Mevlana Museum since the tension between the 

“sacred” and the “secular” started to be felt intensely due to the increasing 

intervention of the dominant power in the museum. First, it started with the 

debate on whether the masjid of the museum should be opened to the public for 

worshiping or not. The debate was initiated by the General Director of the 

Charitable Foundations, Adnan Ertem, with a speech he gave in January 2014 

for an article titled “Should Mevlana Museum be opened for prayer?” published 

on the Hürriyet Newspaper: 

Mevlevi order can only be understood both through Sema and prayer. If a 

Westerner comes to Turkey, researches on the Mevlevi order and only 
watches the Sema – which is the case generally – he would think that 

“Mevlevis do not perform prayer.” People also want to pray within the 
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tomb complex. It should be reminded that Mevlevism is not merely a 

folkloric element which is consisted only of Sema.206 

 

With this speech he not only justifies the act of performing prayer within the 

museum, but also highlights the Islamic facet of the Mevlevi order – instead of 

the folkloric one which was used to be underlined during the Republican period. 

In a similar vein, the president of the Konya Culture and Arts Association, 

Mehmet Çıpan, said that “The decision of allowing the visitors to pray within the 

museum should have been made much earlier. We have been telling it for years, 

Mevlana was a Muslim wise man and all his work is about the Quran.”207 Shortly 

after these initiatives, the masjid was opened for prayer one month later, in 

February 2014, and it was announced as the “First prayer in the Mevlana 

Museum after 89 years” by a news agency. In this article which puts special 

emphasis on the length of the time period during which the museum was closed, 

Konya Culture and Tourism Directorate Mustafa Çıpan clearly underlined that 

the intention of this action was to make the tomb complex to “gain its original 

function which has been ceased for the last 89 years.”208  

                                                 
206 Meltem Özgenç, “Mevlana Müzesi İbadete Açılsın mı?,” Hürriyet, January 30, 2014, accessed 
January 5, 2016, see Appendix J. 
207 Sami Atıcı, “Mevlana Müzesi İbadete Açılıyor,” Anadolu Telgraf, January 30, 2014, accessed 
April 7, 2017, see Appendix K. 
208 Abdullah Doğan, “Mevlana Müzesi'nde 89 yıl sonra ilk namaz,” Anadolu Agency, March 3, 
2014, accessed Jaunary 5, 2017, see Appendix L. 
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Figure 26 - The first prayer after the new regulation in 2014. By Yeni Şafak Newspaper. 

 

The Director of the Mevlana Research Institute in Selçuk University, Associate 

Professor Nuri Şimşek, also expressed his opinions on the same subject: 

Prior to 1925, people used to pray in the tomb complex of Mevlana […] 
One may think that it [the opening of the masjid] should have been done 

much earlier. However, it is more proper to say that it was meant to be 

opened now. […] If it is a masjid, then it is more than natural to pray 

there.209 

 

These news, hence, establish a positive correlation between the closing of the 

tomb complex and the foundation of the republic through attaching negative 

associations to the latter such as hostility towards the religious institutions and 

most importantly religion itself.  

The act of opening the masjid for the prayer, in a way, brings the sacred – 

secular discussion to an end. The museum, from that moment onwards, 

                                                 
209 Ahmet Çakır, Mustafa Özçelik, “Dergah'ta namaz,” Konya Yenigün, February 28, 2014, 
accessed April 5, 2017, see Appendix M. 
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unquestionably becomes a more “officially sacred” place since a masjid, a place 

of worship, was opened within the site where people can go to perform prayer, 

recite the Quran and pray. In line with this new arrangement, during the same 

month, Mustafa Çıpan announced the start of the live Quranic recitation in the 

museum, underlining the historical origins of the practice:210 “The live Quranic 

recitation was started in the museum with the hafiz211 and imams who are 

elected by the office of the mufti212 in order to revive the tradition which had 

been in existence for hundreds of years before the closure of the shrine.”213 

After the initiation of this new practice, the municipality of Konya launched a 

website specifically created to select people for the Quranic recitation duty in 

the Mevlana Museum – probably in an attempt to indicate that it was a step 

taken seriously by the governmental authorities. Thus, primarily caused by 

those two major changes, the museum found itself in a controversial situation in 

the beginning of 2014, revealing the fact that for another time in history it 

became a powerful means for political image making. 

Changes which occurred in 2014 in the Mevlana Museum were not only 

limited to the opening of the masjid and start of Quranic recitation in the 

museum, but also involved another issue closely related to those changes – 

                                                 
210 Ahmet Çakır, Mustafa Özçelik, “Dergah'ta namaz,” Konya Yenigün, February 28, 2014, 
accessed April 5, 2017, see Appendix M. 
211 A Muslim who knows the Koran by heart. 
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/hafiz 
212 A Muslim legal expert who is empowered to give rulings on religious matters. 
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/mufti 
213 Abdullah Doğan, “Mevlana Müzesi'nde 89 yıl sonra ilk namaz,” Anadolu Agency, March 3, 
2014, accessed Jaunary 5, 2017, see Appendix L. 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/hafiz
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/mufti
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“ticketing the sacred.” As the debate on the online forum also points out, 

discussions on ticketing practice in the Mevlana Museum had already started 

much before the opening of the masjid. After the masjid, making the museum 

entrance free became even more inevitable since masjid converted the museum 

into an “officially sacred” site. Towards the end of 2014, therefore, the free 

admission practice was initiated on December 7, the first day of the 741st 

Mevlana Commemoration Week. In one of the online newspapers in Turkey it is 

announced with the headline, “The Prime Minister said, the Entrance to the 

Mevlana Museum Became Free,”214 thus, creating a direct correlation between 

the sanction power of the prime minister on the museum’s internal operations. 

Most of the abovementioned reflections of the changes regarding the 

Mevlana Museum in the media, indeed, were epitomized in an article published 

in one of the local magazines of Konya, Konya Life, utilizing a quite defensive 

language. The headline of the article is “It is Huzur-ı Pir, Not Mevlana 

Museum,”215 although there is not any reference to the choice of this title in the 

article. The article basically compiles the news touched upon the previous 

paragraphs regarding the Mevlana Museum which has received negative 

reaction primarily from the secularist segment in Turkey and then explains the 

reasons behind the recent changes in the museum. First, it defends the changes 

                                                 
214 “Başbakan Söyledi, Mevlana Müzesi Girişi Ücretsiz Oldu,” Haberler, December 7, 2014, 
accessed April 7, 2017, see Appendix N. 
215 “Mevlana Müzesi Değil Huzur-ı Pir,” Konya Life, April 22, 2014, accessed April 7, 2017, see 
Appendix O. 
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made by the museum director, Yusuf Benli, during the last renovation by saying 

that they went to the “Huzur-ı Pir”216 to conduct research on the recent 

arrangements and that they found out that the place became a “better” place 

after the renovation. Then, it justifies the opening of the masjid and the 

initiation of the live Quranic recitation practice within the museum giving 

references to the historical origins of those practices through the utilization of 

the quotes of Adnan Ertem, Mehmet Çıpan, Mustafa Çıpan and Nuri Şimşekler. 

 

3. In-Situ Observations 

Besides the text and media sources about the Mevlana Museum, in-situ 

observations are equally fruitful in terms understanding the current situation of 

the museum at a wider extent. Thus, the last part of this chapter draws upon 

two visits of weekly duration to Konya made in 2016. Expectedly, in terms of 

feeling the controlling power over the museum, the results achieved through 

the in-situ observations, indeed, are very similar to ones attained by media 

analysis. First of all, when one enters the museum, what draws attention in the 

first place is the long waiting line with visitors ready to take photos and videos 

of the hafiz in front of the room where the recitation is held. Hafiz recites the 

Quran during the hours the museum is open (from 09:00 to 17:00) in one of the 

rooms which was designed for an ethnographic display during the last 

                                                 
216 “In attendance of the Pir.” Pir meaning “a Muslim Saint or holy man.” 
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/pir  

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/pir
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renovations.217 Originally, these rooms were used as dervish cells where 

dervishes used to live before the complex became a museum. After the 

remodeling, some of the rooms were started to be utilized to exhibit a variety of 

objects used by the Mevlevi order while the others for an ethnographic display. 

After the renovations, indeed, there was a mannequin placed in today’s 

recitation room representing a Mevlevi dervish. After the Quranic recitation 

decision in 2014, however, the mannequin was replaced by the hafiz. Now, the 

hafiz wears a dervish costume which is similar to the costume worn by the 

dervish mannequin before (Figures 19 and 20). With this act, thereby, the hafiz 

becomes the ethnographic display himself. At this point, it is important to touch 

upon the issue of ethnographic display which has been criticized intensely in 

recent years. The focus of those criticisms is generally the fact that ethnographic 

displays render the current traditions of people as “things from the past” and 

hence alienates them from their own culture. In this case, then, how should we 

read the act of putting the hafiz inside one of the ethnographic display rooms 

with the dervish outfit? According to the observations it is difficult to assert that 

there is such a thing as making people distance themselves from their own 

culture. It could be that the ideals which are rendered in the museum are so 

well formulated that ethnographic display could make the visitors meet at a 

common ground – religion – instead of alienating them. 

                                                 
217 No information could be found regarding the exact year. 
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Figure 27 - Live Quanic recitation in the museum. By Yeni Şafak Newspaper. 

 

 

Figure 28 - A dervish reading the Masnawi. By Mehmet Önder. 

 

Other than the live Quranic recitation – which is a salient ideological 

manifestation – the museum provides the researcher with other details which 
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reveal the effects of the changing attitude towards the tomb complex of Mevlana 

in the public mind. Although the exact beginning date of the practice is not 

known, Mevlana Museum’s being open to public seven days of the week, 

including national holidays, can be deemed as a part of a wider agenda of 

attaching the museum a more “sacred” appearance. This privilege of 

accessibility granted to the Mevlana Museum creates new significations through 

which the public is directed to the idea that “it is not a state museum, but a 

sacred space” because “shrines, as religious sites, should be open to the public 

24/7, not merely within the working hours.” This approach, in fact, is further 

strengthened by opening the masjid inside the museum and making the 

entrance free. Although these new practices have been clearly announced by the 

media and have already provided a fruitful ground for analysis, it was 

nevertheless interesting to observe the direct results of those interventions. 

During the weeks of research conducted in 2016 and 2017, towards the closing 

of the museum (around 16:45) most of the days, local people of Konya entered 

the museum and directly went to the masjid part to pray. When the entrance 

was not free, people could not do that. Therefore, it was further confirmed that 

the opening of the masjid and making the entrance free were two inseparable 

acts. Similarly, visitors have to put on galoshes when they enter into the 

museum – the part where the tomb of Mevlana is located in. This is again 

another indicator regarding the way museum authorities choose to project the 

museum, again not as a typical, “secular” museum, but more as a religious site. 
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Other than these, the way visitors perceive the museum constitutes another 

part of this study. In that respect, the most remarkable finding would be 

people’s will to pray within the museum. Majority of the visitors who go to the 

Mevlana Museum and even the security guards consider the complex as a shrine 

where people specifically go to pray. Visitor behavior within the museum is 

shaped around the notion that the museum is a “sacred” site. For instance, even 

though there are no rules regarding the utilization of headscarves, majority of 

the visitors put on headscarves when they enter to the museum. More 

interestingly, they seem like they do it not as an intentional manifestation of 

their ideals but more as a reflex which people show when they enter sacred 

sites. 

 

Figure 29 - Headscarf box in the entrance of the museum. By the author. 
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Likewise, visitors touch the glass display case within which the beard of 

Prophet Muhammad, Sakal-ı Şerif, is displayed in the center of one of the 

sections of the museum and pray around it. The interesting situation here is the 

fact that museum personnel let people touch a glass display case and worship 

inside a museum – taking into account that such practice is generally strictly 

prohibited in other state museums.  

 

Figure 30 - Visitors around the model of Kaaba in the Ritual Hall. By the author. 

 

Lastly, the way visitors react to the fountain located in the courtyard as well, 

reveals another dimension through which the visitor perception of the museum 

is revealed. The original fountain was from the Seljukid period, however it was 

demolished and replaced with a new one in 2013 with the controversial 

decision of the museum’s director which caused many debates. This being the 

case and the water in the pool being regular municipality water without any 

specific historical meaning attached, visitors still pour the water taken from the 
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fountain into bottles to take it with them as if it was consecrated water (Figure 

21).218 

 

Figure 31 - Visitors taking water from the fountain. By the author. 

 

The most important function of these in-situ observations was to 

consolidate what the text and media sources have been signaling – the 

utilization of the museum as a means of political propaganda as it has been done 

since the very first day it was turned into a state museum. All these in-situ 

observations, text and media sources, however, have been fruitful in terms of 

revealing merely one side of the coin, the side whose intention is to create a 

web of new significations in the minds of the ones who are exposed to the 

changes regarding the Mevlana Museum. However, there is also the other side 

of the coin as mentioned in the previous paragraph: the visitor perception. In-

situ observations certainly provide a glimpse into the visitor perception of the 

museum since they sort of transformed the intangible into something tangible 
                                                 
218 “Mevlana'nın bin yıllık 'Gül Bahçesi'ne inşaat,” Gazete Duvar, April 12, 2017, accessed 
March 10, 2017, see Appendix P. 
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and made us realize the fact that the majority of the visitors deem the museum 

as a sacred site (Figure 22). 

 

Figure 32 - Visitors praying in the Mevlana Museum. By the author. 

 

However, when it comes to reveal the reasons behind this specific 

behavior, nevertheless, these observations unfortunately do not lead us to any 

concrete resolution since there is no reference point which would enable us to 

evaluate the difference between the past and the present. For this observation 

to be useful in terms of understanding the underlying reasons of the visitor 

behavior, a comparative analysis is needed which includes the visitor 

perception of the previous periods.  
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There are academics who assert that because the “sacred” nature of the 

museum is not erasable, visitors perceive the site as a religious site,219 or there 

are others who believe that this kind of behavior was shaped through the 

constant exposure to the existence of the controlling power within the 

museum.220 Although it can be claimed that the interventions such as the 

opening of the masjid, making the entrance free, live Quranic recitation are 

salient acts majorly responsible for leading the visitors to act in the museum as 

if the place is a shrine but not a state institution, it is not possible to comment 

on the origins of such behavior. 

Another issue subject to analysis about the museum is the museum 

narrative and in what respects the site is still museum-like. Because, although 

the site has been becoming more “sacred” in some aspects as the above 

observations demonstrate, at the end it has a museum status and thus exhibits 

certain museum features. Interestingly, when the ways in which the museum 

narration contributes to the “sacredness” of the place is examined within this 

framework, it is seen that the findings are not totally compatible with the 

results of the observations. Museum narration today is primarily focused on 

explaining the objects belonging to the dervish lodge and Mevlana himself but 

not on the history or philosophy of Mevlevism.  

 

                                                 
219 See Rose Aslan, “The Museumification of Rumi’s Tomb.” 

220 See Rabia Harmanşah, Tuğba Tanyeri-Erdemir and Robert M. Hayden. “Secularizing the 

Unsecularizable.” 
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Figure 33 - Explanatory text about the Mevlana Museum at the museum entrance. By 
the author. 

 

As it is mentioned in Chapter 3, while in the dervish cells objects which 

used to belong to the dervish lodge are exhibited, in the Ritual Hall, the 

belongings of Mevlana, manuscripts and a model of Kaaba with the beard of 

Prophet Muhammad inside are on display. Labels of those items are descriptive 

and aimed at providing descriptive information on the objects. The way the 

objects are rendered is independent from the context and does not highlight the 

spiritual aspects of the site. In that respect, the museum is very similar to the 

old times as the earlier guidebooks of the museum indicate. Indeed, it could be 

even claimed that the current narrative of the museum still reflects the early 
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republican vision of treating the museum as an area where culturally valuable 

objects are displayed without any implication of religious connotations.221 

 

Figure 34 - Inside of one of the dervish cells. By Tripadvisor. 

    

 

Figure 35 (Right) - One of the manuscripts which was on display during 1960s. By 
Mehmet Önder. 

 

           Unlike the others, one display method that can be said to be contributing 

to the “sacredness” of the place is the model of Kaaba in the center of the ritual 

hall with the beard of the prophet Muhammad inside with nothing else 

                                                 
221

 See Appendix R for different examples of explanatory texts in the museum. 
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displayed around the object. With this display method which attaches a more 

privileged status to the model and the beard, people unconsciously 

circumambulate the model as it is done around the actual Kaaba in Mecca and 

hence, imitate a ritual act. 

 

Figure 36 - Beard of Prophet Muhammad (Sakal-i Serif) on display in the Ritual Hall. By 
Tripadvisor. 

 

 

Figure 37 - Visitors circumambulating the model of Kaaba and the beard of Prophet 
Muhammad. By the author. 

 



102 

The narrative of the museum, thus, does not constitute a significant part 

in political image making. The site’s becoming a more spiritual place is not 

directly related to the narrative of the museum, but it is realized through 

several other interventions which were mentioned in the previous paragraphs. 

After all, the tomb complex is still working as a museum at some level: even 

though visitors do not have to pay for tickets they still have to get a ticket at the 

entrance, go through the security doors and follow the itinerary determined by 

the museum management, additionally, objects are displayed in a museum 

setting, labels exist alongside the objects and do not contribute to the 

“sacredness” of the space. Hence, although on the one hand the site seems like it 

has been converted into a “sacred” space, on the other hand it still carries non-

spiritual and museum-like aspects which contradict with the intended image of 

the museum. 

 

Figure 38 - Visitors passing through the security doors. By the author. 
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There is another phenomenon which reflects an important facet of the 

transformations that the museum has been going through: gendering of the 

space.  When the site was a dervish lodge it used to be a gendered space which 

was in service of men, however, with the site’s conversion into a museum, it 

went through a  sharp de-gendering process resulting in both men and women 

having equal access to all parts of the tomb complex. Going into a museum is a 

performative act which is directly affected by transformation processes and in 

that sense, observations which were conducted in 2016 were useful in 

understanding what happens to a space when it is converted into a religious 

place in terms of its relation with genders. Although with the museumification 

process in 1927 everybody had access to the tomb complex regardless of 

gender, the re-opening of the masjid in 2014 has changed this situation and in a 

way has re-gendered the space for another time in its history. In Islam, men and 

women worship in separate sections to evade physical interaction and as a 

result, mosques have become male-gendered spaces in which both genders do 

not interact on an equal basis. When the masjid was opened for prayers in the 

museum, the segregation of women happened simultaneously as expected. 

While, prior to an opening of a worship place within the museum women had 

equal access to every part of the site as men, after the masjid, their spatial 

integration with the museum has become limited. This new facet of the museum 

was quite explicit during the observations. Although there is no sign prohibiting 

women from entering the masjid part which was once a display hall, people who 
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are familiar with Islamic traditions do not enter there. Additionally, since the 

section is crowded only with men, it would most probably be intimidating for a 

woman - even if she is not familiar with Islamic traditions - to walk there and sit 

down to pray with others. Therefore, becoming a more spiritual space not only 

affected people’s perception of the site, but their access to the site, as well. 

The creation of a place – especially a sacred place – helps shape the 

identity of the people who belong there given that places and identity are 

closely related concepts that strongly influence each other. In this respect, the 

republican era in Turkey very quickly altered the sacred identity of holy sites. 

The dramatic transition from a theocratic state to a secular one had strong 

impacts in every sphere but this transition was most visible in sites with 

religious associations. In that sense, Mevlana Museum as a reflector of its era 

sets a great example for this phenomenon where the transition of the 

microcosm of a museum shows the dramatic political change within an entire 

country. As Aslan underlines, “The Mevlana Museum itself mirrors the past of 

the Ottoman Empire as well as the present and future of the Turkish 

Republic.”222 

                                                 
222 Rose Aslan, “The Museumification of Rumi’s Tomb, 14. 



105 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

The principal purpose of this thesis was to analyze the utilization of the Mevlana 

Museum in rendering political ideologies, especially during the last decade. 

Since it is a site which was and is still very important for the Muslim community 

and the followers of Mevlana worldwide, its conversion to a state institution 

and the events aftermath have been complicated. One of the reasons that the 

process has been this complicated was the strategy utilized during the 

foundation of the Republic of Turkey. It was a project of erasing the traces of the 

old regime, thus, the newly founded republic had to differentiate from the 

former one in every sense and religion was one major area that it could achieve 

this objective. It was now, the new, secular Republic of Turkey against the old, 

religion based Ottoman Empire. The tomb complex of Mevlana, therefore, was a 

great place for the demonstration of new Turkey’s image. While the “sacred” 

tomb complex represented the Ottoman Empire, the “secular” Mevlana Museum 

became the reflection of the newborn Republic of Turkey. The museum, 
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henceforth, came to be a place where those two supposedly opposite concepts 

have been in constant battle since the competition between the “secular” and 

the “sacred” has never come to an end in Turkey starting from the foundation of 

the republic. In that sense, it is more than normal for such a museum to stage 

different kinds of power from the very moment it was converted into a museum. 

 The inauguration of the museum in the republican era was a process of 

erasing the characteristics that made the site a place of worship through 

engaging in several different acts. The first and the most obvious one was to 

close the tomb complex completely and open a state museum instead in 1927. 

Apart from this act, the newly inaugurated museum was named as the Konya 

Asar-ı Atika Müzesi (Konya Museum of Ancient Artifacts) and the objects taken 

from the Konya Archaeological Museum was displayed with the purpose of 

minimizing the Mevlana associations of the site. After that, the dervish cells 

were taken down and re-modelled as display galleries along with the removal of 

a group of graves intended for a more spacious museum courtyard. Another 

major attempt, in this vein, was to re-represent Mevlana as a “Turkish genius” 

and a “great intellectual” instead of a Muslim saint in line with nationalist ideals 

of the CHP regime. This approach to Mevlana’s image, indeed, could be the 

reason of the fact that transforming the tomb complex of Mevlana was 

considered to be relatively easier than transforming the other two similar sites 

in Turkey, Holy Relics Department at the Topkapı Palace Museum and 

Hacıbektaş Museum. Mevlana Museum is the only one among those sites which 

was opened as a museum immediately after the foundation of the republic in 
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1923 and it was probably due to the religious significations of Mevlana Jalal ad-

Din Rumi being more open to manipulation in contrast to the image of Hacı 

Bektaş Veli who was obviously not belonged to the orthodox line of Islam or the 

relics kept in the Holy Relics Department.  

After the early republican era, although the ideology to be represented 

has been changing, the crucial position of the museum within the intricate 

weave of political agendas has not changed. Right after the end of the single 

party regime in 1950, in this respect, along with the liberalization of the state 

policies and thus the loosening of secularism, the name of the museum was 

changed from the Konya Ancient Artifacts to the Mevlana Museum. Although 

until the 2000s there had not been major changes in the museum, the general 

image of Mevlana started to be questioned through the debates on his identity. 

People began to ask questions about whether he was Turkish and if so the 

reason he wrote his poems in Persian. Even though these debates do not seem 

of crucial importance, it reflects the wandering away from the strict impositions 

of the republican period. 

During the last decade, the museum has been witnessing dramatic 

changes, similar to the times that it was inaugurated. The rise of Islamism has 

been felt intensely in every aspect of Turkey and Mevlana Museum has been no 

exception in that sense. Especially 2014 was a peak year for the Mevlana 

Museum in terms of the changes it underwent. From this year onwards, the site 

has become an apparent political display of the current government. In this 
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year, the admission to the museum became free, the masjid of the museum was 

opened to prayers and the recitation of the Quran started within the museum, 

all analyzed through the newspaper articles and in-situ observations in this 

research. Nevertheless, the current government differs from the early 

republican period in terms of its approach to the Mevlana Museum in one vital 

aspect. The first action taken right after the proclamation of the republic 

regarding the tomb complex of Mevlana was to transform it into a museum. This 

time, although re-transforming the site into a religious one is possible as the 

cases of the Hagia Sophia of Trabzon and Iznik demonstrate, the government 

chooses to keep it as a museum rather than converting into merely a tomb again 

since such an action would be to take the intervention power of the state away 

from the tomb complex. If the site had been converted to its original state, then, 

we would not be talking about the case and analyzing it as we do now. With 

each action executed in line with the ideals of the current government, people 

speculate more about it and hence, the effect gets more powerful. At the end, a 

hafiz reciting the Quran or a masjid in a tomb complex would not be that much 

polemical as they are now in a museum context. The very choice of keeping the 

site as a museum, in conclusion, clearly manifests the acknowledged potential of 

museums by the current government, as it was done by the previous ones. 

Museums as one of the requisites of modernity and an essential 

component of being a nation are vehicles of certain groups in the society to 

construct “community identities” through the creation of their own histories 
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and values. As Grave also states, if ideology is a reflection of values, norms and 

beliefs in a society, hence, imagining a museum with no ideological overtones 

would be almost impossible.223 To that end, Mevlana Museum, as no exception, 

has been utilized in political image reconstruction. Additionally, due to its 

powerful associations, this process has been a very intense one. Its religious 

significance, especially, made it a more direct target in the context of Turkey in 

which the disagreement between the religious and the secularist segments has 

always been in existence since the foundation of the republic. After all, 

museums are political by existence, but those with religious connotations are 

even more political as it is demonstrated through the Mevlana Museum example 

in this study. 

                                                 
223 Clive Gray, The Politics of Museums, New directions in cultural policy research, Houndmills 

Basingstoke Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015, 13–14. 
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